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This research explores the strategic purpose and value of contact centres and 
service management practice within a service science context. Within this 
context, contact centre services were viewed as evolving service systems that 
are too complex to be understood using 'one-best' management paradigm. The 
literature of the last two decades revealed four irreconcilable strands of 
research on contact centres: cost focused, quality focused, hybrid, and systems' 
thinking oriented contact centres. However, the alignment of value propositions 
of contact centres with the nature of customer service work performed and 
service management practice adopted in these centres remains to be clarified. 
Within the emerging service science discipline, this issue deserved further 
attention given the evolving importance of contact centres to the organisations 
and customers.  
A qualitative approach was undertaken to address the aim and research 
questions set out for this study. Semi structured interviews were conducted with 
elites - independent consultants that design contact centre services for 
telecommunication services organisations and senior managers from one of the 
biggest telecommunications service providers in the UK. In addition, secondary 
data sources including industry reports and organisation specific documentation 
were used to triangulate the findings of this study. 
Thematic analysis of the data revealed that the service management practice in 
contact centres is driven by three objectives: reducing cost-to-serve, leveraging 
quality of service, and seeking opportunities to add value to both organisations 
and customers. The attributes of customer service work and management 
practice are informed by Taylor's scientific and Fayol's administrative 
management, and Seddon's systems' thinking approach. As such, service 
management practice requires Ambidexterity - a 'fit-for-purpose' adoption of 
scientific, administrative and systems' thinking by managers - to attain the 
objectives of service management. This study contributed to service science 
discipline by abstracting a deeper understanding of contact centre services and 
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Chapter 1 : Introduction 
1.1 Background of the research  
The purpose of this research is to explore contact centre services and service 
management practice within the context of service science. Service science is a 
multi-disciplinary approach introduced by IBM in late 2004 that is concerned 
with the study of service systems and their management (Huo and Hong, 2013; 
Spohrer et al., 2007). These service systems are a dynamic value co-creating 
configuration of people, technology, organisations and shared information 
(Maglio and Spohrer, 2008; Spohrer et al., 2007; Ng et al., 2009). As such, the 
focus of this thesis is on the study of call centres and contact centres as service 
systems, their strategic value to the organisations and management of these 
systems as a whole.   
Call centres have existed for more than 50 years (Holman, 2002:115) however 
the last two decades have seen significant growth of call centres globally (e.g., 
Holman et al., 2007: v; Brown and Maxwell, 2002:309). Today, call centres - 
where services were delivered via telephone only - have now transformed into 
contact centres, with the adoption of multi-channelled technology to delivery 
services. Within the context of service science, both call centres and contact 
centres can be collectively described as: 
 service functions, organisations or multi-channelled co-ordinated system 
 of people, processes and  technologies  internal or external to the 
 organisation boundaries that deliver information, product support, 
 administration, and sales services and manage relationship with 
 customers over service channels such as telephone, web based 
 portals, e-mail, chat, fax and social media, to create value for  the 
 customer and organisation (adapted from Saberi et al., 2017; Holland 
 and Lambert, 2013 and; Cleveland, 2012). 
In the UK, there are approximately 6200 contact centres as of 2017, against 
5180 contact centres in 2008 (Contact Babel, 2015; 2017). The industry now 
accounts for approximately 766, 000 employees. Overall, Europe (including the 
UK) accounted for 35000 contact centres in 2012, against 15,000 in 2005 - 
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growing at the rate of 10% per year (Connell and Burgess, 2006; ECCBP, 
2012).   
In addition, Romero (2014) recently reported that approximately 3.7 million 
people are employed across the 35,000 contact centres in Europe. 
Furthermore, it is estimated that in countries such as India and Philippines, 
contact centres employs between 300,000 and 400,000, serving international 
markets such as the US and the UK (Bajaj, 2011). The size and scale of these 
processes, in-house or outsourced, range from a very small unit of fewer than 
20 people to large warehouse modelled contact centres with hundreds of 
agents (Jack et al., 2006). 
Contact centres span across and within a range of industries (e.g. banking, 
retail, telecommunications), sectors (e.g. public or private), customer segments 
(business-to-business(B2B) or business-to-consumer(B2C)) and organisational 
and geographical boundaries. Due to the wide-spanning nature of these service 
functions across various sectors and industries, it has been a continual 
challenge for scholars, firstly, to assess and record the scale and growth of 
contact centres (Connell and Burgess, 2006; Weinkopf, 2006; Shire et al., 2002) 
and secondly, to establish whether contact centres should be treated as 
isolated entities or a sector in their own right (Burgess and Connell, 2004; 
Houlihan, 2001; Lankshear et al., 2000; Taylor and Bain, 1999).  
Since the emergence of contact centres, their strategic purpose and value to 
the businesses have undergone a tremendous shift, from merely being 
simplistic telephone based support functions replacing face-to-face service 
provision to customers, to being multi-channelled or omni-channelled 
(integration of service delivery channels to provide seamless service) giving a 
personalised customer experience (Dimension Data, 2016; Bamforth and 
Longbottom, 2010). Contact centres are becoming increasingly a central point 
for all customer interactions. Many customers interact with organisations 
through contact centre and Internet channels rather than visiting shops or 
branches (KeyNote, 2015; Das, Nandialath, & Mohan, 2013; Malhotra and 
Mukherjee, 2004).  
With the growth and advancements of contact centres, however, customers' 
expectations have risen alongside. For example, Allway and Corbett (2002) 
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suggested that organisations are constantly faced with increasing customer 
expectations and competition from the market against rising operational costs to 
create, manage and deliver the service.  
These pressures are now further compounded in case of multi-channel contact 
centres as customers expect more flexibility of channels when contacting their 
service providers (KeyNote, 2015).  
As a result of such competitive pressures and consumer demands, 
organisations that once perceived their service functions as 'cost' centres are 
now re-considering this perception and are moving towards being service 
quality focused, using contact centres as a competitive differentiator (Dimension 
Data, 2013). Some studies refer to these centres as 'profit' or 'value' centres 
where in addition to service quality, the focus is on customer loyalty by 
providing a personalised service and also seeking revenue generating 
opportunities. Given the evolving role and nature of contact centres, and 
challenges arising from competitive pressures and expectations of consumers, 
contact centres qualify as complex service systems that are worthy of 
exploration within service science context.   
1.2 Background: contact centres' research 
The academic literature thus far has generally depicted two contrasting images 
of contact centres: a utopian (positive) and a dystopian (negative) image (e.g., 
Richardson and Howcroft, 2006; Korcyznski, 2001; Frenkel et al., 1998). The 
utopian image, according to Richardson and Howcroft (2006) reflects contact 
centres as knowledge-intensive, the focus of which is to provide quality service 
by high-skilled service personnel in an empowered, flexible and relaxed 
environment. This quality focused image of contact centres somewhat coincides 
with the evolving image of contact centres portrayed by industry, as discussed 
above.  
In contrast, the dystopian image of contact centres highlights that these service 
organisations are low-skilled environments, the focus of which is to provide a 
service, however, with the aim to reduce costs and maximise efficiency 
(Richardson and Howcroft, 2006). These contact centres were often seen as 
exemplars of 'Taylorism' or 'mass-production' in service provision (e.g., 
Korczynski, 2001; Bain et al., 2002; Batt and Moynihan, 2002; Curry and Lyon, 
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2008; Paton, 2012; Sinha and Gabriel, 2016).  As such, the customer service 
work in these centres can be seen to be highly organised, standardised and de-
skilled by manifestation of scientific management using Information, 
Communication and Technology (ICT). Service personnel were often found to 
be tightly controlled, monitored and measured through technological and other 
forms of control (Callaghan and Thompson, 2001) in order to attain the cost and 
efficiency based objectives of contact centres.  
Alongside such positive or utopian portrayal of contact centres and the 
dystopian image of contact centres, some authors have also highlighted the 
hybrid combination of these two images existing within contact centres.  These 
hybrids have been labelled as 'mass-customised' contact centres (e.g., Frenkel 
et al., 1998; 1999; Korczynski, 2001; Batt and Moynihan, 2002; Deery and 
Kinnie, 2002; Jenkins et al., 2010) and supposedly focus on both cost reduction 
and service quality. Although the evidence and examination of these centres is 
limited, some authors have highlighted that mass-customised contact centres 
adopt characteristics of mass-production contact centres along with high-
commitment, flexible, empowered and incentive driven strategies to attain 
quality objectives (D'Cruz and Noronha, 2012; Jenkins et al., 2010; Russell, 
2008; Batt and Moynihan, 2002; Korczynski, 2001). Such dual focus of mass-
customised contact centres was, however, often perceived as exhibiting 
contradictory or competing logics (Frenkel et al., 1998, Korczynski, 2001, Batt 
and Moynihan, 2002, Raz and Blank, 2007). Within the management literature, 
organisations with such competing focus are also referred to as 'stuck in the 
middle' (Porter, 1985: 17). 
Since the early 2000's, another view of contact centres is emerging, and 
embracing systems' thinking logic with regard to service management issues of 
mass-customised contact centres. As opposed to earlier perspectives, Seddon 
(2000; 2003) argued that viewing contact centres as production entities lead 
contact centre managers to believe that everything that comes into contact 
centres is work that needs to be fulfilled. As a result, service management, like 
managing factories, is seen to be about managing this work in the most cost-
effective and efficient manner. Instead, it is suggested that contact centres 
should be viewed as systems and as such, managers should adopt a systems' 
thinking to view these systems from a customer's perspective and the 
5 
 
requirements of service quality (Seddon, 2003; Seddon et al., 2009). By doing 
so managers can identify the true source of service failures and the source of 
value for the customers thereby, eliminating the costs associated with service 
failures and leverage quality by providing what is of value to the customer 
Seddon and Caulkin (2007). Since then, studies have also suggested that the 
dual focus of cost and quality may be mutually re-enforcing rather than mutually 
exclusive and hence, simultaneously attainable through the application of a 
systems' thinking approach (Piercy and Rich, 2009; Piers William Ellway, 2014). 
1.3 Rationale 
The rationale of this research stems from service management research 
conducted in contact centres for the past two decades. In particular, the 
literature can be broadly categorised into four camps: the first camp comprises 
of abundant and it can be said, overly generalised views that are deeply rooted 
in perspectives of efficiency driven service management practice. The second 
camp comprises studies in contradistinction that suggest contact centres can be 
quality driven, exhibiting flexible and organic service management practices. In 
the third camp are studies that highlight the blended or hybrid service 
management practices in contact centres driven by the competing logics of 
efficiency and quality. Finally, the fourth camp (systems' thinking camp) offers 
limited yet emerging research highlighting a systems' thinking approach in 
managing contact centre services. This embraces the efficiency-quality logic but 
detaches from the conventional narratives of scientifically managed contact 
centres. Following issues arise from these camps that are of concern to this 
study: 
Firstly, it is difficult to establish the true focus of contact centres. At a strategic 
level, both industrial and academic research entails sweeping references and 
suggestions that contact centres could be 'cost' focused, 'quality' or 'value' 
focused, or both. Although there are organisations which perceive contact 
centres as a competitive differentiator and focus on improving service quality 
rather than reducing costs and leveraging efficiency, customer satisfaction and 
experience has been continually declining across the contact centre services 
(DimensionData, 2013; 2016). As such, the strategic value of contact centres to 
the businesses today is yet to be established.   
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The second issue stems from the current treatment of contact centres in 
academic literature. The overarching theme is that of mass-production logic 
(Seddon, 2000) or Taylorism in contact centres and how its manifestation varies 
from the contact centre to contact centre, across a spectrum of being fully 
existent (Taylorist) to non-existent (anti/post-Taylorist) (discussed later in 
Chapter 2). Such a portrayal offers limited confidence as to whether hybrid 
contact centres exist and if they do, then how they manage quantity/quality 
priorities.     
Thirdly, the focus of contact centres research has been mainly on examination 
of the labour process of contact centres. However, to assume that management 
is about managing labour process neglects various elements of managerial 
work which are not directly concerned with the control of the labour (Armstrong, 
1989; Teulings, 1985). In the case of contact centres then, there is a limited 
underpinning of what constitutes management in these centres. 'Service 
management' is a sweeping term, referred to in contact centres literature but 
understanding of what constitutes service management in contact centres is 
limited. Rather, scientific management or mass-production logic is assumed to 
be the overarching philosophy of contact centres management as was the case 
in manufacturing (see Seddon, 2000). 
The lack of focus on understanding and developing service management in 
contact centres leads to the fourth issue - the lack of contextualisation of 
contact centres within service science. If contact centres are becoming 
increasingly important to the organisations and if the aim of service science is to 
provide a holistic understanding of service systems and their management (Huo 
and Hong, 2013; Spohrer et al., 2007), then contact centres are worthy of 
exploration and appraisal within the emerging discipline of service science. Yet, 
these are the most neglected service systems in service science literature thus 
far. Contact centre service systems are yet to be fully observed with an aim to 
understand the management of these systems or at least understand them as 
complex service systems interconnected with rest of the organisation.  
Although, limited studies have focused specific issues relating to contact 
centres within service science literature (e.g., Le Dinh and Leonard, 2009; Parry 
et al., 2011) or have referred to contact centres as service systems (e.g., Maglio 
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et al., 2006; Spohrer et al., 2013). Nonetheless, the state of contact centre 
service research within service science literature is similar to the reductionist 
and silo nature of contact centre service research scattered across various 
strands of management. As such, this study not only aims to explore the service 
systems and their management but also seeks conciliation and strengthening of 
existing research, which is fundamental to the inter-disciplinary goals of service 
science (see Maglio and Spohrer, 2008).   
Lastly, the rationale of doing this research also stems from my experiences of 
working in outsourced and in-house contact centres in India and the United 
Kingdom as well as reading about their development and management during 
my post-graduate study in the UK. I feel that there is a lack of knowledge in 
terms of how contact centre services have evolved in terms of products, 
services, customer expectations, and hence, management perspectives. There 
are issues arising from such evolution and increasing importance services that 
are yet to be fully appraised. If contact centres are to be seen as complex 
service systems of modern corporations today, then these services deserve 
further attention within the context of service science.       
1.4 Aim and research questions 
Therefore, the aim of this study is: to conduct an in-depth evaluation of service 
management practice in a telecommunication services contact centre. To 
achieve this aim and to maintain the consistency with ongoing debates 
highlighted above, the following research questions were addressed: 
1. What is the strategic value of contact centre to organisations? 
2. What are the attributes of customer-service work and its management in 
contact centres? 
3. How do the existing narratives of service management practice of contact 
centres? 
4. How do these narratives inform the service management practice of the 
contact centre under examination and more widely?  
For this study, telecommunications, media and technology (TMT) services 
(referred to as telecom services hereafter) contact centres have been chosen. 
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This is because firstly, telecom services are one of the fastest growing sectors 
(Key Note, 2015). However, according to a recent report by the Institute of 
Customer Service, the telecom services sector has been reported as having 
one of the lowest customer satisfaction rates in comparison to other sectors 
(ICS, 2015). This immediately links with the concerns highlighted earlier, that is, 
the incompatible perception of the strategic value of contact centres to the 
businesses with declining service quality provided by these centres. Secondly, 
despite the evidence of research in telecom services contact centres (e.g., see 
van der Aa et al., 2015; Piers William Ellway, 2014; van der Aa et al., 2012; 
Doellgast, 2010; Jack et al., 2006; van den Broek et al., 2004; Bain et al., 2002), 
the knowledge about the products and services offered by this sector in the UK 
and their implications for service management practice is somewhat limited.  
To address the aim and answer the research questions in wider context, 
interviews were conducted with consultants involved in helping telecom 
organisations to design and manage IT-enabled services and with senior 
managers of telecommunication services contact centres, named throughout 
this thesis as Telecom X. Organisation specific documentation obtained during 
interviews, industry reports and data from Internet forums were also used to 
triangulate the findings. The following section illustrates the structure of the 
thesis. 
1.5 Structure of the thesis 
This thesis comprises of seven chapters.  
Chapter 1 Introduction: 
The reader is introduced to the background of contact centres within the context 
of services science.  The rationale for conducting this research and within the 
telecommunications sector is established. Thereafter, the aim and research 
questions are set out for this study followed by the structure of this thesis. 
Chapter 2 Understanding and contextualising contact centres and their 
management: 
This chapter provides a comprehensive review of the extant literature including 
a discussion of definitions, types and purpose(s) of contact centres. More 
importantly, the antecedents used to analyse contact centres to date are 
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reviewed to establish a traditional and contemporary paradigm of customer 
service work and management in contact centres. The departure for service 
management as a foundational paradigm of service science is established.  
Chapter 3 Research methodology: 
This chapter highlights the ontological and epistemological foundation of this 
thesis within a services science discipline and systems' thinking paradigm and 
accordingly, the philosophical commitments of this thesis are presented. 
Further, the exploratory research approach is explained highlighting elite 
interviewing as a key data collection technique. The data collection stages and 
considerations made for each stage, ethics and the limitations of the adopted 
approach are discussed. Finally, thematic approach to the analysis of the data 
is described. 
Chapter 4 Strategic value of contact centres to Telecom services' 
organisation: 
Chapter 4 then represents the findings relevant to the first research question set 
for this study. In particular, the strategic value and focus of contact centre are 
debated by comparing the views of consultants and managers with the 
literature. Conclusions are drawn by highlighting the three focal points of service 
management, the plurality of the focus and its alignment with managerial 
thinking and approach. 
 Chapter 5 Attributes of customer service management in Telecom 
services' contact centres  
This chapter presents the findings and discusses the key attributes of both 
management activities and attributes of customer service work within the 
contact centre. Conclusions are drawn by highlighting the attributes, how varied 
these attributes are within a single service provision and their alignment with the 
pluralist strategic focus of contact centres. In addition, the managerial thinking 
and approach to service management are re-visited taking the attributes into 
consideration thereby, further emphasising the need for a pluralist approach to 
service management in contact centres. 
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Chapter 6 Service Management Practice in Telecom services' contact 
centres 
This chapter consolidates findings discussed in Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 in 
order to establish the key tenets of service management along with the 
philosophies that underpin service management practice in Telecom X's contact 
centres. It also looks how these philosophies converge and complement both 
traditional and contemporary paradigms of managing services in contact 
centres. As such, the service management framework is presented and 
discussed. 
Chapter 7 Conclusion and directions for future research 
Finally, chapter 7 presents the conclusions and the theoretical, methodological 
and practical contributions. Limitations and future research directions with 
reference to the emerging discipline of service science are examined. The 





Chapter 2 : Understanding and contextualising contact centres 
and their management 
2.1 Introduction 
The purpose of this chapter is to provide a comprehensive review of contact 
centre services and their management. It outlines what contact centres are, the 
types of contact centres and their strategic purpose to the organisations.  
Thereafter, the traditional antecedents used to describe and characterise the 
customer service work and management are reviewed and discussed. In doing 
so, this chapter establishes grand narratives of the contact centre services 
research of the last two decades that could be categorised into three strands. 
The first strand is informed by scientific management practice founded by 
Frederick Winslow Taylor and labour process theory conceptualised by Harry 
Braverman as a critique to scientific management. The second strand is of the 
nuances of scientific management (neo-/post-/anti-Taylorism) emerged as a 
result of organisational inefficiencies and human agency issues resulting from 
the applications of scientific management in modern corporations. The third 
strand is that of the emerging yet limited application of systems thinking 
paradigm in contact centre services, which is sometimes referred to as a new 
managerial paradigm or new managerial science (see Freedman, 1992).  
Management literature consists of other schools such as the human relations 
movement, socio-technical systems, quality of work life, lean production, 
business process re-engineering and many others (see Robinson, 2005 and 
Morris, 2013). According to Hales (2013:27) these schools are often perceived 
as managerial ideas or 'styles' which emerged (Hales, 2013:27) as either direct 
or indirect response to the criticisms of 'stem cells' (Hales, 2013:15) or 'grand 
theories' (Gill et al., 2010: 181) of contact centres research. As such, whereas 
some of these schools such as the human relations by Mayo (1933) were 
specific to human relations studies and hence, excluded due to their 
unsuitability with the aims of this study, others such as the lean, Business 
Process Re-engineering by Hammer and Champy (1993), and quality circle 
(e.g. service management) are still considered as sub-sets of neo-Taylorist and 
anti-Taylorist movements discussed in this chapter. In particular, this chapter 
also considers administrative management principles by Henri Fayol which 
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have been largely ignored in contact centres research, despite its temporal 
significance and similarities to Taylorism and systems' thinking paradigm. Such 
systematic consideration provides a platform to develop specific and relevant 
understanding of contact centres as service systems and service management 
practice which are basic foundations of service science. The chapter is then 
concluded with a detailed summary of the review including the implications for 
further research which shaped this thesis. 
2.2 Defining call centres and contact centres 
To date, various definitions of call centres exist. The literature published in the 
past twenty six years has defined and described call centres in multiple ways. 
Appendix I provide a comprehensive review of these definitions that aid in the 
general understanding of the common features of call centres and the 
successor of call centres, namely contact centres. 
Generally, call centres have been described as a facility or an operation that 
manage in-bound calls or outbound calls to customers using some form of call 
distribution technology or predictive dialling system (e.g., Harvey et al., 1991; 
Richardson and Marshall, 1996; Taylor and Bain, 1999). These facilities existed 
to, for example, conduct sales, marketing, product-based technical support, 
deal with queries/complaints/requests or merely provide information to either 
business clients or end-consumers (e.g., Richardson and Marshall, 1996; 
Prabhakar et al., 1997; Batt, 2000); Miciak and Desmarais, 2001; McPhail, 
2002; D'Cruz and Noronha, 2007). 
Earlier definitions of call centres emphasised the functional and utilitarian 
aspects of the call centre, however, without much reference to their strategic 
purpose.  
This changed with studies from 2001 however (e.g., Marr and Neely, 2004) that 
emphasised the strategic purpose of these service functions, that is, to develop 
relationships with customers in addition to offering utilitarian services. In 
addition, with the emergence of ICT and world-wide web (WWW) services, 
contact centres were described as service functions wherein service personnel 
delivered services via web based channels such as fax, e-mail, chat, text and 
social media (Reuters, 2001cited in Marr and Neely, 2004; Hale and Owen, 
2002 cited in Langley et al., 2006; Shah et al., 2007; Rijo, 2011). Later, further 
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definitions emerged which emphasised the increasing importance of contact 
centres in enhancing customer relationships and leveraging value for both 
organisations and customers through multi-channelled service provision and 
personalised knowledge about customers (see Cleveland, 2012; Kallberg, 2013; 
Saberi et al., 2017). 
Several inconsistencies were encountered when establishing what call/contact 
centres are for the purpose of this study. For example, the earlier definitions of 
call centres lacked holistic consideration of both the strategic and utilitarian 
purpose of call centres. This was also the case with the definition of contact 
centres, with early definitions being simplistic providing limited awareness of 
their functional aspects (e.g., see Marr and Neely, 2004; Langley et al. 2006).  
Despite such parallel evolution of contact centres, however, some authors 
continued to define 'call centres' as 'contact centres'. For example, D'Cruz and 
Noronha (2007) used the term 'call centre' but highlighted the 'contact centre' 
characteristics as has McPhail (2002). Vice versa, whereas some authors have 
appraised contact centres as successors of call centres (e.g., Calvert, 2001), 
others use the term 'contact centre' synonymously to 'call centre' (e.g., Moberg 
et al., 2004; Chambel and Alcover, 2011). Even those authors that have 
highlighted the differences noticeably interchange the terminology in their work 
(e.g., Larner, 2002), thereby blurring the differences between the two. 
Only recently, some authors have been able to distinguish contact centres from 
call centres clearly and provide a holistic definition of contact centres by 
referring to the purpose, the key components, and channels used for service 
provision (e.g., Cleveland, 2012; Kallberg, 2013; Holland and Lambert, 2013; 
Saberi et al., 2017). 
For the purpose of this study, therefore, call centres are defined as:  
 "functions of organisations, organisations or co-ordinated system of 
 people, processes and technologies, internal or external to the 
 organisation boundaries that deliver information, product support, 
 administration, and sales services and manage the relationship with 




As successors of call centres, contact centres can be defined as: 
 "multi-channelled co-ordinated system of people, processes and 
 technologies  internal or external to the organisation boundaries that 
 deliver information, product support, administration, and sales services 
 and manage the relationship with customers over service channels such 
 as web based portals, e-mail, chat, fax and social media, in 
 addition to the telephone."  
Different types of call/contact centres have also emerged in the last two 
decades. These types are discussed in the following section. 
2.3  Types of contact centres 
Despite the channel-specific difference between call centres and contact 
centres, both can be typified using some common dimensions. The literature 
thus far has characterised call centres using various dimensions, which can be 
extended to contact centres as well. As a result, 'contact centres' is used here 
onwards to collectively refer to both call centres and contact centres and to 
relate to the dimensions. 
As highlighted in Table 2.1 below, the basic characterisation of contact centres 
relates to whether the centre is handling inbound transactions (e.g. account 
administration, technical support, customer service) from customers or making 
outbound contacts (e.g. sales, marketing) to the customer, (Rod and Ashill, 
2013). However, some contact centres may manage both inbound and 
outbound contacts. Contact centres can perform various activities including 
Account Administration, Marketing, Sales, Technical Support and Customer 
Analytics (Robinson et al., 2005; Goffin and New, 2001).  
Further, these activities might be performed in isolation (single skilled contact 
centres), as different contact centre functions, or blended with one or more 
activities within the same centre (multi-skilled contact centres) (Gans et al. 
2003). 
The activities performed and skills based configuration of contact centres 
illustrated in Table 2.1 span across a range of industries including travel, 
telecommunications, banking, energy utilities, and government administration 
(Bishop et al., 2003). Further, contact centres may also be typified on the basis 
15 
 
of customer segment, that is, whether the centre serves another business (B2B) 
or retail or individual consumers (B2C) (Lampell and Bhalla, 2011; Miciak and 
Desmarais, 2001). 
 
Dimension used for Classification Author(s) 
The direction of contact (e.g. inbound 
call handling, outbound call handling 
or both) 
Taylor and Bain (1999) 
Brown and Maxwell (2002) 
Jayaraman and Mahajan (2015) 
Rod and Ashill (2013) 
The type of activity performed or 
service provided (e.g. telemarketing, 
telebanking, product sales, information 
service, account administration, billing 
and payments, after-sales technical 
support services) 
Brown and Maxwell (2002) 
Robinson and Kalakota (2004) 
D'Cruz and Noronha (2007) 
Rod and Ashill (2013) 
Jansen and Callaghan (2014) 
Single Skilled or Multi-skilled Gans et al. (2003) 
Molnar et al. (2016) 
The industry of operation (e.g. 
consumer products, financial services, 
tour-ism/transport, remote shopping, 
tele-coms, entertainment). 
Brown and Maxwell (2002) 
Bishop et al. (2003) 
Sarkar and Charlwood (2014) 
KeyNote(2015) 
Type of customers being served (Busi-
ness-to-Business or Business-to-
Consumer)  
Miciak and Desmarais (2001)  
Payne and Frow (2004) 
Lampel and Bhalla (2011) 
On the basis of insourcing, 
outsourcing, on-shoring, and 
offshoring 
Metters (2008) 
Shah et al. (2007;2006) 
Dašić and Kostić-Stanković (2015) 
Oshri et al. (2015). 
Production models (Mass production, 
professional services, mass 
customization) 
Kinnie et al. (2000) 
Batt and Moynihan (2002) 
Thite and Russell (2010) 




By nature, contact centres are labour intensive - about 65% costs of service 
operations are labour costs (Bryson, 2007; Bristow et al., 2000). Due to the 
electronic mode of service delivery and collapse of telecommunications costs 
(Jeong et al., 2012) firms in developed countries are engaged in outsourcing 
and offshoring of these service operations to avail lower service operation costs 
through economies of scale, labour arbitrage, and resourcing needs (Owens, 
2014; McIvor, 2010; Olsen, 2006; Taylor and Bain, 2005). Accordingly, contact 
centres may also be characterised and distinguished according to their distance 
from the supply chain of parent organisation, such as in-house or outsourced 
and/or according to the geographical distance from the parent organisation, 
such as so-called captives (in-house offshored) or off-shore-outsourced contact 
centres, respectively (Metters, 2008). 
Lastly, contact centres have been often characterised on the basis of service 
design, operation and management practices in these centres. Depending upon 
the strategic focus of service strategy and the degree of standardisation of 
customer service work, skills, discretion and autonomy of service personnel 
over  tasks, and managerial control, contact centres were often classified as 
either 'mass-production', 'professional services' or 'mass-customised' centres 
(e.g., Batt and Moynihan, 2002; Budhwar et al., 2009; Taylor et al., 2013). 
As with the issue of defining contact centres and even services in general, there 
is a lack of a specific taxonomy or classification scheme for contact centres in 
the literature, except that provided by Brown and Maxwell (2002). Given the 
wide spanning nature of contact centres in terms of sectoral spread and 
diversity of activities, characterising contact centres is a difficult task (Bain et al., 
2002).  
Due to such diversity, contact centres could not be labelled as an 'industry' in its 
own right, as these service operations exhibit characteristics of a wide range of 
industries (Jobs et al., 2007; Glucksmann, 2004; Richardson et al., 2000). The 
task of characterising and classifying contact centres becomes further 
challenging when other dimensions such as channels, skills, organisational and 
geographical spread, and service design, operations and managerial variations 
in contact (call) centres are taken into account.     
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Indeed, as Russell (2008) highlighted and as evident from above, many studies 
were found to be preoccupied with the classification of contact (call) centres. 
Further, as Lloyd (2016) suggests, this preoccupation is a result of the relative 
newness of contact centre research. This study considered the review of the 
classifications as it enables understanding the nature of contact centres as 
emerging service systems, the interconnections between entities and hence, 
varieties that exist between in terms of design and management of these 
service systems within the context of service science. In particular, such variety 
and the fuzzy nature of contact centre services highlights the inherent 
complexity of contact centres as service systems (e.g., Donofrio et al., 
2010:23). However, understanding and appraisal of such complexity is still 
limited and can only be achieved if some consistency and convergence are 
attained, in terms of the existing literature. This study aims to offer this 
consistency, so that the evolution of contact centres and service management 
in contact centres can be explored further.  
The next section reviews the strategic purposes of contact centres to the 
organisations that have been highlighted in the literature thus far.   
2.4 Purpose of contact centres 
Several studies have described contact centres as service functions, the 
strategic purpose of which was to handle a large volume of telephone based 
transactions in a cost-efficient manner (e.g., Laureani et al., 2010; Sattar 
Chaudhry and Jeanne, 2004; Gable, 1993). Similar to the traditional after-sales 
services of manufacturing companies, dedicated centralised customer service 
operations such as contact centres were perceived as cost-effective alternative 
to the 'brick and mortar' approach to deliver different types of services, that is, 
via retail outlets and shops on High Street (Mack and Bateson, 2002; 
Kernaghan and Berardi, 2001; Kinnie et al.. 2000).  
Organisations often perceived these service centres as a 'necessary evil' or 
cost-overheads to the organisation (e.g., Cavalieri et al., 2007; Saccani et al., 
2007:52; Price and Jaffe, 2011; Willis and Bendixen, 2007; Gans et al., 2003). 
Organisations thus held a dilemmatic perception about contact centres, that is, 
as a cost-effective service provision as well as a cost-overhead to the 
organisation. However, it is the 'cost-overhead' perception of contact centres 
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that has been widely acknowledged in the literature. This primarily stems from 
the high labour costs-marginal revenue contribution of contact centres (Hannif 
et al., 2008; Taylor and Bain, 2001). Similar to after-sales services (cf. Lele, 
1997), contact centres were perceived as a low profit value adding activity 
(Hannif et al., 2008)  primarily providing product based support to customers 
and hence, they were deemed as secondary or derivative to other critical 
functions of manufacturing organisations (Connell and Burgess, 2006). 
Revenue generated from support services once considered fruitful, with 
competitive pressures from markets, however, with competitive pressures, the 
opportunities to generate revenues through these functions are limited. (Lele, 
1997). It is for this reason that the strategic purpose of contact centres is 
currently aimed at the maximisation of efficiency whilst minimising the cost-to-
serve (total costs incurred in delivering the service). 
In sharp contrast to 'cost-focused' contact centres, however, several studies 
have also reported 'quality-focused' or 'customer care driven' strategies. For 
example, Shah et al. (2007), Robinson and Morley (2006:286) citing Frenkel 
and Donoghue (1996), Taylor et al. (2002) and Taylor and Bain (1999) indicated 
that call centres could be 'quality' or customer service focused. In other words, 
the purpose of contact centres could be to prioritise the quality of service 
delivered to the customers rather than to focus on a high turnover and volume 
of transactions.    
The 'quality-focused' contact centres further extended to so-called 'profit' 
centres or 'value' centres, meaning that the emphasis here is on leveraging 
loyalty of customers through a personalised service provision, in addition to 
enhancing customer satisfaction (e.g., van der Aa et al., 2015; Hsu and Peng, 
2012; van Dun et al., 2011).  
As sophisticated service functions (Holland and Lambert, 2013), these contact 
centres aimed at providing a personalised customer experience (Bamforth and 
Longbottom, 2010) by offering multi-channel communication preferences to 
customers and cross-selling/up-selling relevant products/services (Jansen and 
Callaghan, 2014; Jack et al., 2006).  Furthermore, according to a recent 
industry report, contact centres were emerging to be seen by organisations as a 
key differentiator in the market place (Dimension Data, 2016).     
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The first concern that this study raises is that it has always been unclear what 
organisations expect of contact centres. For example, the very purpose that 
contact centres came into existence was to reduce the overhead costs incurred 
from service provision through high street and retail stores. These overhead 
costs were often higher compared to revenues earned from certain services as 
exemplified by Payne and Frow (1999) in case of insurance services. As a 
result, contact centres were borne out of the desire of organisations to reduce 
costs (Korczynski, 2001). It seems, however, that now contact centres inherited 
the similar reputation of being a cost-overhead to the organisation as face-to-
face service provision once did. Secondly, several authors have pointed out that 
even those contact centres that are 'quality focused' are in fact 'volume focused' 
operationally thereby, further exhibiting an ambiguous strategic focus (e.g., see 
Taylor and Bain, 1999; Wallace et al., 2000; Weinkopf, 2006; Robinson and 
Morley, 2006; Raz and Blank, 2007).  
The strategic focus of contact centres has an impact on the nature and 
management of customer service work and as such, these are discussed next. 
2.5 Antecedents of customer service management 
Contact centre research thus far has examined and described customer service 
work using various classical organisation theories as frames of references. 
These frames of references serve as antecedents in understanding the labour 
process in contact centres. 
2.5.1 Scientific management and standardisation of service work 
Scientific management, conceptualised by F.W Taylor (1911), has been one of 
the most widely cited classical management theory, reflecting the traditional 
'single best way' of management when applied to contact centres (e.g., Taylor 
and Bain, 1999; McPhail, 2002; Russell, 2008; Paton, 2012; Sinha and Gabriel, 
2016). As such, it deserves primary attention in this study in order to appraise 
its relevance in the understanding of contact centres today. 
As a management practice, scientific management originates from 
manufacturing environments of the 19th century, the aim of which was to 
eliminate inefficiency allegedly induced by employees through 'rule of thumb' 
work procedures and 'soldiering' (restriction of output by workers), with a 
professed aim to maximise the prosperity for both employer and employees 
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(Taylor, 1911:11). In addition, the lack of managerial control over activities of 
employees, it was suggested, induced further inefficiency, thereby restricting 
overall output in factories. 
Taylor (1911) conceptualised four fundamental principles aimed at maximising 
the efficient organisation of activities and management and monitoring of 
employee behaviours by: 
 Designing the work practice using ‘scientific laws'  that is most efficient 
and profitable to the employer;  
 Train the workforce to learn the designed work practice;  
 Monitor the workforce to ensure that the designed work practice is being 
adhered to; 
 Ensure equal division of work and labour to perform the designed work 
practice.  
The above principles fundamentally emphasised on attaining 'one best way' 
(Taylor, 1947) of performing any work that could be attained by the scientific 
organisation, standardisation, training of workers, and monitoring their activity 
and performance. In addition, Taylor (1947) believed that the pay of the workers 
should be differential and output specific, in order to encourage them to adopt 
the principles of scientific management. In other words, they should be 
incentivised for submitting to the rigid standardisation but also penalised should 
they perform lower than the targets set for them. Thus, not only Taylor (1911) 
incorporated methods of obtaining maximum efficiency and prosperity for the 
employer, but also rewarded or punished employees depending on whether 
they co-operated with the employer to achieve these objectives or not.  
 
Complementary to, but also diverging from Taylor (see Parker and Ritson 
(2005) is the management philosophy of Fayolism. Fayol (1949) is often 
remembered as a founding father of the classical management school of 
thought (Parker and Ritson, 2005). His contributions were three folded (Parker 
and Ritson. 2005; Fells, 2000): 
 Fayol categorised all organisational activities into six functions namely, 
technical, commercial, financial, security, accounting and; management; 
21 
 
 He identified five key management functions namely, forecasting and 
planning, organising, co-ordination of activities and control; 
 He advocated 14 principles of management, namely, division of labour; 
authority; discipline; unity of command; unity of direction; sub-ordination 
of individual interests to general interest; remuneration; centralisation; 
scalar chain; order; equity; stability of tenure of personnel; initiative; 
Esprit de Corps (Harmony and teamwork)  
In many ways, Fayol's (1949) principles of management were similar to that of 
Taylor's (1911) principle of scientific management. For instance, emphasis on 
the division of labour, authority, discipline, the unity of command, remuneration, 
centralisation, scalar chain, and order could be perceived in Taylor's (1911) 
recommendation of managerial responsibility and control on employees. 
However, unlike Taylor (1911) who did not make a further attempt to describe 
managerial activities, Fayol (1949) focused on the very division of managerial 
activities into elements of planning, organising, co-ordinating and controlling - 
not just the labour and tasks performed by workers, but by the organisation as a 
whole. 
Despite Fayol's holistic focus on administrative management, scientific 
management has been largely popular, first in manufacturing environments to 
achieve standardization and efficiency and later in the service sector 
(Leffingwell, 1917; Brown et al. 2010). Traditionally, according to Miles and 
Boden (2000), services referred to activities or employments in domestic care 
and religious services that did not contribute to the economy (at least not 
directly). The output of services was difficult to measure and hence, their 
economic contribution was considered negligible (Quin, 1988).  
Services could not be standardized or produced with a consistent output 
compared to that of manufactured goods. This was considered due to the 
heterogeneous variations induced by human involvement as both service 
provider and consumer, in the production of services (Edvardsson et al., 2005). 
Furthermore, the inseparability of producers and service production as a 
process, from consumers, implied an inability of services to be traded (Gadrey 
and Gallouj, 1998; Yotopoulos, 2005). This then restricted the accessibility and 
availability of services. When such attributes of services were viewed in 
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conjunction with what scientific management principles had to offer, the 
application of scientific management could be seen as an obvious choice in 
attaining standardization of service processes and the removal of uncertainty in 
the work process and outcome (see Leffingwell, 1917).    
Contact centres were no exception to above - 'primarily driven by logic of 
rationalisation and routinisation of human interactions' (Jarman et al., 1998:2 in 
Belt, Richardson & Webster, 2000), these service organisations exhibited the 
attributes of scientific management in the design, management and delivery of 
services. Attributes such as for example, fragmentation and standardization of 
service processes; prescribed workflows; scripted conversations; predictable 
outputs and solutions; activity and skills based on the division of labour; limited 
autonomy of service personnel over service provision and managerial control 
have been frequently cited in contact centres research thus far (Russell, 2008; 
Gray and Durcikova, 2005; Dossani and Panagariya, 2005; Bain et al., 2002). 
Service personnel were rigorously trained on company's products, policy and 
processes (Frenkel et al., 1998), to manage conversations with the customers 
(Korczynski, 2001; Townsend, 2007). Workers were also given feedback by 
managers through regular coaching sessions (Russell, 2002). In international 
contact centres, additional cultural training was embedded within the overall 
training programme before service personnel hit the shop floor (Taylor and 
Bain, 2005). From a service delivery perspective, the attributes of scientific 
management were evident in performance monitoring and surveillance of front 
line employees (Robinson and Morley, 2006). This included using real-time 
metrics, such as the amount of time taken to serve the customer, the time is 
taken by a front line employee to update customer's records and other 
performance based metrics specific to the type of service. These attributes are 
summarised in the table below. 
Although the above attributes of contact centres reflect characteristics of 
scientifically managed organisations, there is no evidence to suggest that 
contact centres were actually subjected to scientific management. For example, 
Leffingwell (1917) explicitly narrated the application of scientific management in 
office work. In the case of contact centres, however, there is no precedence to 
support whether contact centres were designed using the principles of scientific 
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management as were the manufacturing environments, by Taylor (1911) and 
later by Henry Ford in 1923. 
Elements of scientific 
management 
Evident in the form of… 
Designing the work practice using 
laws of science, that is most 
efficient and profitable to the 
employer - the one best way to do 
the job  
 Scripted conversations 
 Prescribed Knowledge solutions 
for resolution of the problems;  
 Prescribed workflow and use of 
software packages.  
Select and train the workforce to 
learn the designed work practice  
 Employees trained to use the 
designed work package, 
software, information and 
communication scripts.  
 Handling communication 
inefficiencies using prescribed 
culture-training packages.  
Supervise and monitoring of 
workforce and the work flow  
 Monitoring schedule adherences 
(log-in/log-out times; tea/lunch 
breaks).  
 Real time metrics (e.g. time spent 
on the call, hold-time on the calls; 
post-call administration time).  
 Tracking the employee's 
availability to perform the next 
transaction.  
 Real-time quality audits  
Ensure equal division of work and 
labour to perform the designed 
work practice  
 Division of labour according to 
skills and type of troubleshooting 
 Staffing/Scheduling of calls 
according to the forecast.  
 




However, scientific management had a profound contribution to the 
development of management thinking and practice (Taneja, 2011). As such, 
when a service industry emerged, limited knowledge existed of how to manage 
services and hence, proven management practices in manufacturing were often 
replicated to overcome the standardisation, productivity and measurement 
issues to design, manage and deliver services. This was referred to as 
'industrialisation of services' (Miles, 2007: 259; Marshall and Richardson, 
1996:1846).  
The principles of scientific management have been both critiqued and extended 
and underpinned by various other perspectives. Especially relevant to contact 
centres research and hence this study is Braverman's (1974) labour process 
theory and Foucault's (1977) and Edwards' (1979) perspectives on managerial 
control. 
2.5.2 Labour Process Theory 
Examining the labour process in contact centres is not central to this study 
however, it is imperative to highlight what has been considered as the labour 
process so that the elements of service management in contact centres can be 
understood.  
The earliest formation of Labour Process Theory (LPT) has often been credited 
to Braverman (1974), whose work was largely drawn from Marx's thesis of 
capitalism (Armstrong, 1989; Stokes, 2011). Labour process, for Braverman 
(1974), could be seen as primarily an agreement yet a critique of manifestation 
of scientific management which was further suggested by him as instrumental in 
leveraging capitalism in the 20th century. His central critique was that the very 
occupation of organisations with Taylorisation (application of scientific 
management) and in particular, separation of the concept of production from 
execution, the de-skilling of work, and managerial control describes the labour 
process of large-scale offices and corporations (Braverman, 1974; Armstrong, 
1989). 
Braverman was, however, cynical about scientific management in the sense 
that in his view Taylor was not concerned with "the scientific organisation of 
work but rather a science of the management of others' work" (Braverman, 
1974:62). In contact centres research thus far, however, Braverman's thesis 
25 
 
could be seen as complementing the attributes of both 'service work design' and 
'management of service work' and therefore, often found to be lending support 
to the claims of the manifestation of scientific management in contact centres 
(see Mulholland, 2002; Russell, 2002; 2008). Of the four principles of scientific 
management, Braverman's focus was more importantly on the de-skilling of 
work and managerial control, which, in a way could be perceived as key tenets 
of the principles of scientific management. His thesis evidenced the 
manifestation of technology as means to incorporate standardisation of tasks, 
de-skilling, managerial control and electronic surveillance of employees in 
modern capitalist corporations (Carter et al., 2011). It is precisely why Russell 
(2008) suggests that central to LPT in contact centres is the inducement of 
scientific management elements in contact centres through technology 
manifestation. Carey (2009:510) referred to this phenomenon collectively as 
"Braverman's scientific management" and later, Brown et al. (2010) referred to 
as "Digital Taylorism". As such, manifestation of ICT is detailed in the following 
section. 
ICT Manifestation in Standardising Customer Service Work 
Harvey et al. (1991) highlighted several computing, networking and telephony 
technologies including voice response units (VRUs), Integrated Services Digital 
Network (ISDN), Automatic Call Distribution (ACD), Automatic Number 
Identification (ANI) and Call Management System (CMS) as fundamental to 
contact centres. Such technologies are integral to the basic architecture of any 
contact centre (Harvey et al., 1991). For instance, networking technology such 
as VRUs, ISDN and ACD enabled contact centres to make intelligent call 
routing so that calls could be efficiently managed within and across multiple 
centres. Sophisticated CMS allow management of calls including real-time 
reporting of a number of calls in queue, the number of agents available and 
their real-time status to manage those calls. Furthermore, ISDN and ANI allow 
efficient retrieval of customer accounts through automatic recognition of caller's 
number thereby, increasing accessibility and efficient handling of calls as well 
as being able to serve customers readily. Technology also enables managers to 
predict and forecast calls inflow (demand) and the number of agents (capacity) 
required to manage those calls, using historical reports.  
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In addition to above, the manifestation of ICT in contact centres is often in the 
form of electronic repositories that are used for storing and managing work 
processes and sophisticated information systems for workflow efficiency (Carter 
et al., 2011). So that the amount of variation in service work can be minimised 
(Russell, 2008; 2004) and efficiency could be attained (Russell, 2008), service 
activities are narrowly defined, scripted or even automated (Hannif et al., 2014). 
Such a complementary role of ICT and scientific management principles is also 
perceived as instrumental in reducing complexities imposed by certain service 
characteristics that once restrained the measurability and tradability of those 
services (Bryson, 2007). As such, ICT can be further seen as an enabler for 
service organisations to distribute or re-locate part or the whole of service work 
(Connell and Burgess, 2006) across organisational and/or geographical 
boundaries. It could be argued that the national (UK) and international growth of 
contact centres was primarily driven by such induction of ICT in designing, 
managing and delivering services and the lower telecom costs (Panda, 2012) in 
countries like India. 
Developments in ICT over the last twenty years have enabled customers to 
interact with organisations through various channels including fax, e-mail, 
instant messaging, social media and web-based portals (Saberi et al., 2017). 
The power of soft computing (Shah et al., 2006), Information Technology, the 
Internet, mobile and cloud computing, (e.g., Jayaraman and Mahajan, 2015; 
Peppard and Ward, 2016: x) enabled organisations and hence, contact centres 
to re-engineer, re-configure and deliver services of different types through less 
labour intensive (e.g. social media, web-chat) and self-assisted channels (e.g. 
self-service) and within or from outside organisational and geographical 
boundaries. Not only can customers access services through various 
communication channels now, but service providers can leverage cost savings, 
efficiency as well as manage the customer experience through these channels 
and sophisticated ICT infrastructure. Examples of infrastructure technology in 
include the adoption of modern ICTs such as Computer Telephony Integrated 
Systems (Rijo et al., 2012), sophisticated use of Customer-Relationship 
Management (CRM) systems (Abdullateef et al., 2010) and Knowledge 
Management information systems (Langley et al., 2006; Koh et al., 2005).  
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Furthermore, the role of ICT has often been elicited in aiding managerial control 
in contact centres, which is discussed in the following section. 
Managerial Control in contact centres 
In the late 1990s, Fernie and Metcalf (1998) were the first to highlight 
managerial control as one of the key attributes of customer service work in 
contact centres. Their conceptualisation stemmed from Foucault's (1977) 
comparison of Bentham's Panopticon to workplace organisation. In particular, 
Fernie and Metcalf (1998:8) iterated Foucault's (1977) description of the 
panopticon prison to compare that with the contact centre environment, where 
 "each individual is securely confined to a cell from which he is seen  from 
 the front by the supervisor, but the side walls prevent him from 
 coming into contact with his companions"   
In addition to the ICT driven distribution and management of work, they 
describe how service personnel are in sight of the supervisor through ICT driven 
real-time monitoring of the workflow (e.g. number of calls in queue, oldest call in 
the queue) as well as service personnel's activity when they are on duty 
including whether they are on a call, on a break, or offline. More importantly, 
managers can identify which service personnel are adhering to the schedule set 
by the planning team at the contact centre. Further, technology also enabled 
managers to identify service personnel's activities whilst on calls with the 
customer, by recording their inputs on the tools used by them. Thus, the 
surveillance, which Fernie and Metcalf (1998: 9) compared with panopticon 
surveillance rendered managerial control through ICT as 'ultimate' and 'total'. 
However, such conceptualisation seemed incomplete and inaccurate for various 
reasons. Firstly, Bain and Taylor (2000) critiqued such a comparison by 
suggesting counter-productive behaviours at an individual level and also 
collective resistance, especially from trade unions.  Secondly, Fernie and 
Metcalf's (1998) study was not actually about examining the labour process of 
contact centres and hence very little evidence existed to be able to make any 
comparison with the panopticon prison conceptualisation by Foucault (1977). 
This was also supported by Bain and Taylor (2000). In this sense, nothing new 
could be established beyond what Braverman (1974) suggested about 
managerial control at work.  
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Thirdly, Fernie and Metcalf's (1998) conceptualisation portrayed an incomplete 
picture of managerial control in contact centres. A more thorough 
conceptualisation was provided by Callaghan and Thompson (2001) who 
evidenced that managerial control could be composed of three elements 
derived from Edwards (1979) description of control namely, control of the 
pacing and direction of work, monitoring and evaluation of performance and the 
reward/discipline system. These elements were referred to as "Technical 
Control" by Callaghan and Thompson (2001). Pacing and Direction of work 
commonly included the use of ICT in distributing and managing the workflow of 
contact centres. Similarly, monitoring of service work entailed intensive 
gathering of statistical data relating to the centre and service personnel's 
quantitative and qualitative performance using indicators. Examples of 
quantitative indicators include Calls Offered, Abandonment rate, Average 
Speed to Answer, Average Handling Time, Adherence to schedule and Service 
Level whereas qualitative indicators commonly include First Call Resolution and 
Customer Satisfaction, that are measured within regular intervals. Some other 










Table 2.3 Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) used in contact centres 
(Source: Willis and Bendixen, 2007) 
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The recording of calls and monitoring of service personnel's conversation with 
the customers also formed a key element of control (Russell, 2008; Bain et al., 
2002; Callaghan and Thompson, 2001).  
Reward and Discipline in contact centres have also been apparent. In contact 
centres, performance based pay and incentives are not uncommon (e.g., 
McGuire and McLaren, 2009; Bain et al., 2002; Hutchinson et al., 2000). These 
incentives can be awarded on the basis of qualitative and quantitative targets 
achieved. 
In addition to Technical Control, Callaghan and Thompson (2001) also identified 
"Bureaucratic control" and "Normative Control". Bureaucratic control was 
evidenced by agreed performance standards, norms of the code of conduct 
during conversations with customers and at the workplace. In addition, having a 
‘customer centric’ attitude with skills such as business awareness, decision-
making, numeracy, planning and organisation, teamwork and leadership, and 
use of ICT equipment, policies, procedures and processes were some of the 
key attributes of Bureaucratic control. 'Normative control', as further described 
by Callaghan and Thompson (2011:28) was found in the formal manifestation of 
bureaucratic elements through training and regular feedback wherein, in 
addition to managing bureaucratic elements, service personnel are taught to 
perform ‘emotional labour’ (Hochschild, 1983: 26) regardless of whether they 
genuinely feel those emotions. 
Callaghan and Thompson (2001) also highlighted how skills and complexity in 
service processes are worthy of discussion when the labour process of contact 
centres is analysed. As such, these elements are discussed in the following 
sections. 
Structure of customer service work 
The structures of contact centres have been mostly described in terms of its 
organisational design and how detailed the division of labour is within and 
across organisational and geographical boundaries, as a consequence of 
standardisation, the manifestation of ICTs and managerial control. As such, 
these two attributes are discussed in this section. 
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In terms of the management structure, contact centres are often holistically 
described as hierarchical, mechanistic and bureaucratic in nature, 
fundamentally driven by the efficiency, cost-controlled and standardisation of 
service (e.g., see Jaaron and Backhouse, 2011a; Hannif, 2006; Gilmore and 
Moreland, 2000). The attributes of such a mechanistic structure are often 
exemplified in terms of the restriction of roles and responsibilities, narrow task 
designs, restricted decision-making authority of teams and team leaders, top-
down managerial control and co-ordination of activities and boundaries of remit 
within contact centres (Jaaron and Backhouse, 2011a; Deery et al., 2010; Curry 
and Lyon, 2008).  
Various facets of the division of labour have been elicited in the contact centre 
literature thus far. According to Houlihan (2001) for example, contact centres 
are reflective of the functional division of labour or functional specialisation 
(Jaaron and Backhouse, 2014) wherein, contact centres may be actually 
distanced from those that possess the power or 'strategic apex' (Mintzberg, 
1980). Such conception and management of service further exemplified the 
manifestation of Braverman's (1974) and Taylor's (1911) principles of the labour 
process and its management. Such specialisation can, create a 'silo', wherein 
each department is viewed as a separate entity (Jaaron and Backhouse, 2011a; 
Botla, 2009) and creating inefficiencies within and across the organisation.  
Further, division of labour may exist in form of multi-layered service delivery in 
which a layer represents a defined boundary of a service that can be provided 
by the service personnel at that level. Customers may be transferred to another 
level or 'tier' for further support (Gray and Durcikova, 2005). Moreover, it has 
been highlighted that in case of telecommunication services contact centres, the 
division of labour may be further specialised to for example, provide customer 
services, repair and billing related support to the customers (Piers William 
Ellway, 2014). 
Within these sub-functions, there may be several teams of service personnel, 
yet the purpose of team and teamwork in contact centres has been questioned 
(Hannif et al., 2013; Russell, 2008; van den Broek et al., 2004; Townsend, 
2004; Mulholland, 2002; Batt, 1999). Team and teamwork have been positively 
associated with attributes such as productivity enhancement, task 
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interdependence, flexible allocation of work, autonomy and empowerment 
(Townsend, 2004; Proctor and Mueller, 2000). However, research in contact 
centres suggests the complete opposite. Townsend (2004) for example, 
suggested that contact centre work has generally been recognised as 
individualised wherein any interaction between the service personnel is not a 
prerequisite to complete the production process (Russell, 2008; Townsend, 
2004; Taylor et al., 2002). Secondly, given the standardised and routine nature 
of customer service work, flexibility in terms of task allocation is a rarity in 
contact centres (Hannif et al., 2013; Knights and McCabe, 2003). Rather, team 
and team work have often been perceived as an extension of managerial 
control and surveillance (van den Broek et al., 2004). Some positive aspects of 
the team and team work - including providing emotional support, coaching and 
offering a collective approach to performance attainment - have been elicited 
(Hannif et al., 2013; Russell, 2008; Korczynski, 2003; Holman, 2002). However, 
there appears to be the existence of teams but not teamwork in contact centres 
(van den Broek et al., 2004). 
The division of labour has been further exemplified in contact centres as a 
spatial or international division of labour (e.g., see Taylor et al., 2010; 
Glucksmann, 2009; Russell and Thite, 2008), and is largely discussed as the 
outsourcing and offshoring of contact centres across the organisation and 
geographical boundaries.  
Within these contexts, the application of scientific management and associated 
antecedents are often seen as instrumental in attaining cost and efficiency 
benefits through the tradability of contact centre services. This means that as a 
result of technological advancements and their role in attaining standardisation, 
measurability and control on services, service organisations could leverage cost 
and efficiency benefits through regional and international labour arbitrage and 
labour access, cheaper infrastructure and cheaper technology (Burgess and 
Connell, 2004). 
The terms 'outsourcing' and 'offshoring' have been often used synonymously 
and interchangeably (Bunyaratavej et al., 2011; Chakrabarty, 2006) especially, 
in the case of contact centres. In addition, the term 'Business Process 
Outsourcing' has been widely used to cover both organisational and 
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geographical relocation of contact centres. As Noronha and D'Cruz (2009) 
highlight, contact centres in India are considered within the ITES-BPO 
(Information Technology Enabled Services - Business Process Outsourcing) 
sector, the major constituent of which is offshored contact centres. Similarly, 
Cronin et al. (2004) highlighted that BPO in UK and India constitute the majority 
of local (UK) and offshore service providers (Indian) that are delivering services 
through a complex locational mix of sourcing and shoring thereby blurring the 
differences between the two.  
In its very basic form, Sourcing is:  
 "an act through which work is contracted or delegated to an external or 
 internal entity, that could be physically located anywhere" (Oshri et al., 
 2009:2).  
From an organizational boundaries' perspective, two broad arrangements could 
exist:  
 Outsourcing, defined as "the procurement of products or services from 
sources external to the firm (Lankford and Parsa, 1999: 310). This 
means that the operations are managed partially or wholly by the 
external entity, often called as "vendor", "supplier", or "external service 
provider" (Lacity and Hirschheim, 1993:2), for a specific period, on behalf 
of the firm. 
 In-sourcing, defined as internal allocation or re-allocation of resources 
within the same organization, regardless of its physical location 
(Schniederjans et al., 2005). 
From the perspective of geographical boundaries, "Shoring" refers to the 
sourcing of business activities, either from the country of origin of the sourcing 
entity (Onshore) or from a different country (Near Shore or Offshore) 
(Chakrabarty, 2006: 26). However, using Onshoring or Offshoring in isolation 
from organisational boundaries may raise ambiguities, that is, whether the 
service is being provided 'in-house' or through an external supplier. Figure 2.1 
represents four basic sourcing models considering the organizational and 










Figure 2.1 Sourcing-Shoring Matrix (Source: Olsen, 2006) 
The above matrix is used to contextualise contact centres arrangements, 
considering geographical and organizational boundaries further, in Figure 2.2 
(see next page). Jeong et al. (2012:3) highlighted different entities involved in 
the contact centres service delivery model.  They view the interaction between 
the four key entities: 
 Firm or Principal: Organizations that offer products and/or services to 
customers. 
 Vendor or Agent: Companies that are based onshore or offshore and 
operate and deliver services [partially or fully] on behalf of the firm. 
 Contact Centre Representatives (CSR): who are responsible for 
interacting with the end-customers of the firm. 
 Customer: Consumers of the product/service offered by the firm directly 
or through the Vendor. 
Figure 2.2 contextualises the above entities within the following simplistic 
arrangements: 
a. Onshore in-sourcing/Domestic in-house: The Firm retains its contact 
centre within its organizational boundary and decides to manage by 
itself.  
b. Onshore outsourcing: The Firm delegates the contact centre [partially or 
fully] to the vendor(s) based within the same geographical boundary. 
c. Offshore in-sourcing: The Firm manages and delivers services through 




d. Offshore outsourcing: The Firm delegates the contact centre [partially or 
fully] to the vendor(s) based, but in a different geographical boundary. 
 
Figure 2.2 Contact centres sourcing built on stakeholders identified 
(Source: Author) 
In summary, the sourcing strategy of businesses could be determined on the 
basis of organizational and geographical boundaries. In a survey by 
Chakrabarty (2006), a firm may have approximately 50 different type of sourcing 
arrangements including national and international engagements. In addition, 
"Hybrid" arrangements could exist that exhibit a complex combination of 
insourcing, outsourcing within and across multiple domestic and international 
locations.  
To date, contact centres have been mostly discussed in the context of 
international outsourcing or offshoring. That is, in addition to local contact 
centres based in the UK, offshoring of contact centres from the UK, USA and 
Australia to India, Netherlands, Ireland, Philippines and South Africa have often 
been discussed in the literature (e.g., Taylor et al., 2013; Kinnie et al., 2008; 
Burgess and Connell, 2004; Russell, 2004). 
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As highlighted earlier, the primary motive of firms to source business activities 
externally is to reduce the costs of those activities incurred by operating them 
"in-house" (or in-sourced) (Lonsdale and Cox, 2000).  
Offshoring enabled reduce costs further through cross-border labour arbitrage, 
cheaper infrastructure and economies of scale. Kakabadse and Kakabadse 
(2002:17), through their extensive survey of firms that were engaged in national 
and international sourcing, confirmed that: 
 "…as much attention is given to reducing costs as to strategically 
 focusing the organization to gain a greater competitive advantage". 
Similarly, Lewin and Peeters (2006) conclude from the Offshoring Research 
Network (ORN) Survey, that slicing costs is the top driver of offshoring, followed 
by competitive pressures, access to qualified personnel at relatively cheaper 
costs - closely associated with cost reduction - for both specialized and low-skill 
jobs, and offering 'round the clock' service support. 
However, there are perceived risks to sourcing and shoring too. For example, 
Kakabadse and Kakabadse (2002) in their critical review of outsourcing point 
out the accumulation of hidden costs as a result of a firm's dependency on 
service vendor and loss of ownership and control over business processes. 
Other concerns are human resource issues such as loss of motivation in 
permanent employees and costs incurred in cross-training those employees as 
a result of redeployment (Schillen and Steinke, 2011). In addition to this then, 
offshoring imposes greater risks such as a lack of national culture fit, data 
service quality and security issues, employee turnover and infrastructure 
instability (Lewin and Peeters, 2006). In the case of contact centres, service 
quality issues as a result of language and cultural differences (Lewin and 
Peeters, 2006) and customer resistance to offshoring (Thelen et al., 2008; 
Sharma et al., 2009) have been reported.  
Research has also focused on strategic aspects of sourcing and shoring such 
as: 
 make-or-buy decision making (e.g., Shook et al., 2009; Jahns et al., 
2006; Lacity and Hirschheim, 1993),  
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 location selection (e.g.,  Mihalache and Mihalache, 2016; Oshri et al., 
2009; Metters, 2008),  
 contractual issues borne out of outsourcing (Aksin et al. 2007; Ren and 
Zhou, 2008) and more recently,  
 implications surrounding backshoring of services (Campagnalo and 
Gianecchini, 2015; Madsen and Slepniov, 2008; McLaughlin and 
Peppard, 2006).  
These studies have mainly focused on strategic aspects and management of 
these aspects within a wider context of manufacturing or services, however, 
without much specific attention to the context of contact centre services.  
Lastly, despite evidence of mechanistic and hierarchic structures within contact 
centres several studies have reported the 'flat' nature of their structure (cf.  
Lloyd, 2016; Deery et al., 2013; Russell, 2008; and Taylor and Bain, 1999). 
'Flatness' in this sense means that the majority of the employees that are 
engaged in the production of the services are service personnel, with fewer 
managers managing them (Brannan, 2005). In addition, therefore, 'flatness' is 
often described in terms of limited scope for promotions and career 
development opportunities (Russell, 2008; Callaghan and Thompson, 2002).  
As a result, some have also referred to contact centres' jobs as 'dead-end' jobs 
(Deery and Kinnie, 2004; Taylor and Bain, 1999) thereby, compounding the 
degraded perception of the nature of customer service work in contact centres. 
The above narrative of service structure and managerial control and 
surveillance imposed by the division of labour in contact centres impacts on the 
accurate appraisal of the discretion of service personnel over service work, 
which is discussed in detail the following section. 
Discretion in customer service work 
Several studies indicated discretion as one of the key attributes in labour 
process of contact centres (e.g., see van den Broek et al., 2004; Townsend, 
2007; Lloyd and Payne (2009); Taylor et al., 2013). Discretion can be described 
as an extent to which workers are allowed initiative within their role and could 
range from being 'low-discretion' where power or 'coercion' (enforcement) is 
evident outright, to 'high-discretion where 'consent' (voluntary compliance) is 
aimed by management (Fox, 1974:16,36-37).  
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As a consequence of managerial control studies have often cited that contact 
centres are environments wherein service personnel have low-discretion over 
service activities. For example, Taylor and Bain (1999) highlighted discretion in 
terms of adherence to the scripted workflows service personnel have to follow. 
Houlihan (2001) further details discretion as restrictions imposed on service 
personnel in terms of the rules and procedures that have to be followed. In 
addition, Discretion could be evident in terms of the restricted duration within 
which they have to serve customers or the degree of flexibility by which service 
personnel could exercise in interaction with their customers (Houlihan, 2001; 
Benner et al., 2007). Hannif et al. (2014), and Sinha and Gabriel (2016) 
exemplified discretion in terms of service personnel's decision-making freedom 
and judgement within their role. Tanim (2016) suggested that the more 
discretion service personnel have over the pace and method in which they 
perform the work, the more autonomy they have in their job, thus exemplifying 
some flexibility in terms of input and work management. In the case of contact 
centres, however, there is a lack of understanding about the degree of 
discretion and its management in hybrid or mass-customised contact centres.  
In addition, discretion has been often associated and discussed in conjunction 
with skills. As such, skills in customer service work is discussed next.  
Skills in customer service work 
The concept of de-skilling has often been elicited in analysing the application of 
scientific management and labour process theory in contact centres (e.g., see 
Hannif et al., 2014; Belt et al., 2002). As such, early literature has often 
highlighted customer service work in contact centres as 'low-skilled' (Russell 
and Thite, 2008; Rose and Wright, 2005; Belt et al., 2002) or semi-skilled 
(Russell (2008) given the highly standardised and low-discretion attribute of the 
customer service work in contact centres. However, what constitutes skills in 
customer service work is yet to be fully articulated.  
A consensus is yet to be achieved whether formal education is required to 
perform or manage customer service work in contact centres as the recruitment 
and selection is often focused on "flexibility and customer service rather than 
skill or qualification level" (Redman and Matthews, 1998:60 in Callaghan and 
Thompson, 2002) although, education levels may be taken into account when 
38 
 
recruiting service personnel (Callaghan and Thompson, 2002). Moreover, in 
countries like India or South Africa, contact centres seek English speaking 
university graduates generally (Taylor and Bain, 2005), or higher level of 
education attainment for, for example, technical support services (Fisher et al., 
2007). In the UK, an undergraduate degree in contact centre planning and 
management has been recently launched (see Planning Forum, 2013).   
In contact centres, however, it could be argued that what was considered as a 
'skill' in the past, for example, 'hard technical abilities' and 'know-how' of the 
craft worker is actually absorbed by the standardisation and de-skilling of tasks 
(Lloyd and Payne, 2009). Despite the fulfilment of English language as a 
requirement, Taylor and Bain (2005) suggested a communication disconnect 
between the CSR and, for example, UK customers. Skills is also about 
managing the actual role of delivering service to the customer by performing 
various activities, emotional labour and exchange with the customer (Lloyd and 
Payne, 2009). Hampson and Junor (2005) suggested that routine service work 
entails 'work articulation skills' which is "a blend of emotional, cognitive, 
technical and time-management skills, performed often at speed" (Lloyd and 
Payne, 2009:620).  
When service work such as that performed in contact centres is deemed as 
'low-skilled', the complex blend of knowing, sense, and rule applying along with 
performing multiple tasks and managing emotions in a controlled, target driven 
environment (Lloyd and Payne, 2009; Hampson and Junor, 2005) is ignored. 
Rather, not only managers but even service personnel may largely take emotion 
work and articulation work skills for granted. As with skills however, complexity 
entailed in customer service work often goes unrecognised (Lloyd and Payne, 
2009) and hence, is yet to be conceptualised.  
Job Complexity in customer service work 
'Job complexity', 'task complexity' or 'work complexity'  entailed in customer 
service work is difficult to define (Lloyd and Payne, 2009). This is because the 
'complexity' has rarely been fully explored within the context of contact centre 
services. For example, several studies have highlighted customer service work 
in contact centres as that of low complexity (For example, see Miller and 
Hendrickse, 2016; Aksin et al., 2007; Noronha and D'Cruz, 2006) whereas in 
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some cases such as that offering technical support services or managing 
customer complaints, service has been characterised as that of high complexity 
(e.g., see Kjellberg et al., 2010; Shah and Bandi, 2003); Miciak and Desmarais, 
2001).  
Niranjan et al. (2007), while assessing the outsourcing and offshoring of 
business processes, describes complexity using Perrow's (1970) description of  
task variability- degree of variety or exceptions entailed within a task, and task 
analysability - degree of search activity required to complete a task. In addition, 
they also highlight Woodard's (1958) description of technical complexity - 
degree to which a task can be programmed and controlled - to describe 
complexity of a business process.   
In the context of contact centre services however, Niranjan et al. (2007) offered 
no explanation as to what makes a type of customer service work complex over 
other types. Thus, the complexity of customer service work in contact centres is 
yet to be fully understood. In order to understand nature of customer service 
work and its implications on the management of customer service work 
therefore, it is important to explore the complexity of customer service work 
further. 
In summary, customer service work has been characterised using six key 
dimensions namely: 
 Technology Manifestation in Standardisation 
 Managerial Control 
 Organisational and Service Structure 
 Discretion 
 Skills 
 Job Complexity 
These attributes of customer service work have frequently been emphasised in 
the literature, portraying the general perception of the labour process and 
characterising management of customer service work in contact centres. 
In summary, scientific management (Taylor, 1911), LPT (Braverman, 1974), 
Bentham's panopticon (Foucault, 1977) and a typology of organisational control 
(Edwards, 1979) were some of the most common antecedents used to analyse 
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and describe attributes of labour process and management within contact 
centres. It could be argued, however, that Taylor's (1911) scientific 
management practice remained dominant with the latter studies focusing only 
on specific principles of scientific management namely, de-skilling and 
separation of conception of work from execution (Braverman, 1974), and 
managerial control (Foucault, 1977; Edwards, 1979).  
Earlier studies often described these service organisations as deeply rooted in 
efficiency maximisation and routinisation, which are the key objectives of the 
Taylorist organisation. As such the customer service management focus in 
contact centres is generally portrayed as volume driven, that is, to be able to 
serve as many customers as possible in shortest possible time (Strandberg and 
Dalin, 2010; Deery and Kinnie, 2002). Proponents of this camp have 
consistently demonstrated how attributes of Taylorism (or those of related 
antecedents discussed above) are evident in characteristics of customer service 
work and its management to achieve the efficiency in contact centres (Lloyd, 
2016; Robinson and Morley, 2007; Korczynski, 2001; Taylor et al., 2002; 
Callaghan and Thompson, 2001; Taylor and Bain, 1999; Fernie and Metcalf, 
1998). Service activity has been often described as standardised, routinised 
and performed by low-skilled, low paid, tightly controlled and less empowered 
workers (e.g., Lloyd, 2016; Deery et al., 2013; Thite and Russell, 2010; Rose 
and Wright, 2005;). Consequentially contact centres were often labelled as 
'bright satanic offices' (Baldry et al., 1998:163), sweatshops (Garson, 1998:1), 
‘an assembly line in the head’, or factories of the 21st century (Taylor and Bain, 
1999; Shankar Mahesh and Kasturi, 2006; and Hudson, 2011) thereby, 
establishing a Taylorist view of contact centres management. 
2.6 Contemporary narratives of management in contact centres 
Although Taylor was noted highly for offering systematic methods of analysis, 
improvement and management of human work (Taneja et al., 2011), he was 
also critiqued for his methods and associated limitations. 
His methods were often criticised for ignoring the human agency and 
consequentially, negatively impacting the organisation through 'de-skilling and 
systematic disempowering of workers (Nyland, 1996:986 in Taneja et al., 2011). 
Pruijt (1997) exemplified issues in relation to detrimental working conditions of 
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employees as a result of discipline, control and the restricted discretion of those 
on the shop floor of automobile manufacturing environments, administrative 
offices and public services.  
As a consequence, he further highlighted that turnover and absenteeism were 
some of the key challenges faced by managers adopting Taylorist management 
regimes. Even in case of contact centres, poor working conditions and quality of 
work life were seen as a consequence of Taylorist work design and 
management of service personnel thereby, drawing a negative portrayal of 
scientific management.  
Secondly, Pruijt (1997) highlighted several organisational level issues emerging 
from Tayloristic organisations. Pruijt (1997) suggested that Taylorism was 
fundamentally based on maximising efficiency through specialisation and 
detailed division of labour. However, the specialisation of activities and division 
of labour was also found to incur system losses if, for example, certain activity 
areas are under-utilised or there are idle-waiting times in case of dependency 
between activities. In addition, specialisation may lead to increase in complexity 
of information processing within that specialised area although such complexity 
could be reduced by automation (Hammer and Champy, 1993). However, Pruijt 
(1997) argued that when work variety from the external or unstable environment 
is induced then organisations based on the division of labour are too inflexible 
to handle any turbulence resulting from this variety. Rather, specialisation and 
division of labour only lock organisations "into high volume, low-variety 
production" (Pruijt, 1997:19) thereby, making the organisations less capable to 
respond to market demand and hence, Taylorism less suitable to such 
organisations. 
Yet, as a response to criticisms and limitations of Taylorism and the demand for 
flexibility in organisations, several management narratives emerged that 
exhibited alternative forms of Taylorism. Some even presented management 
practices which were perceived as a breakthrough from traditional Taylorist 
management methods namely 'neo-Taylorism' (e.g., Pruijt, 1997:2000; Boje and 
Winsor, 1993) or digital Taylorism (Brown et al., 2010) 'post-Taylorism' (e.g.,  
Peaucelle, 2000; Lomba, 2005; Walton and Parikh, 2012) or  anti-Taylorism (de 
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Montmollin, 1975; Pruijt, 1997; 2000; Kim, 2007). These nuanced paradigms 
are discussed in the following sections. 
2.6.3 Neo-Taylorism 
Neo-Taylorism has often been described as an alternative form of Taylorism 
that emerged out of the needs of the organisation to leverage efficiency, 
however, to attain flexibility as well (Pruijt, 1997).  As such, neo-Taylorist 
approaches embraced Taylorist attributes relating to standardisation, the 
division of labour, control and surveillance. However, flexibility through job 
rotation, teamwork, and attaining reduced cost and higher quality through waste 
elimination were some of the distinctive features of neo-Taylorist approaches to 
management (Pruijt, 1997). Pruijt (1997) identified lean production that 
originated from Japan (Womack et al., 1990) and business process re-
engineering (Hammer and Champy, 1993) as two prominent types of neo-
Taylorist managerial approaches.  
With reference to contact centres, several studies have highlighted contact 
centres as neo-Taylorist organisations. Neo-Tayloristic contact centres with a 
dual focus of leveraging both efficiency and quality, were often labelled as 
'hybrid' or a 'mass-customised' (Batt and Moynihan, 2002) or, 'mass-customised 
bureaucracy' (Frenkel et al., 1998; 1999; Korczynski, 2001; Raz and Blank, 
2007; Taylor et al., 2013). Hybrid because, contact centres are described as 
service organisations that are driven by the dual logic of efficiency and service 
quality (Bain and Taylor, 2000; Korczynski, 2001; Robinson and Morley, 2006). 
Mass-customised bureaucracy because these contact centres often exhibited a 
combination of both routine, repetitive, de-skilled service work as well as high-
commitment/high performance work systems practices (e.g., D'Cruz and 
Noronha, 2012; Jenkins et al., 2010; Russell, 2008).  
There were, however, cynical views about neo-Taylorism and neo-Tayloristic 
contact centres suggesting little difference to Taylorist counterparts. For 
example, Pruijt (1997) and later, Lomba (2005) and Morris (2016) highlighted 
that neo-Taylorism merely meant a superficial change to Taylorism. That is, 
Taylorist attributes still remained dominant in neo-Taylorism.  
In contact centre literature, this superficiality can be exemplified in three ways. 
Firstly, there is substantial evidence to indicate how Taylorism and neo-
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Taylorism were perceived synonymously in case of contact centres. For 
instance, Weinkopf (2002) highlighted the neo-Taylorist attributes of contact 
centres including the division of labour, standardisation of service activities, 
automation of workflow management and teams led by supervisors who have 
control and responsibility of managing these teams. In addition, she identifies 
stressful working conditions as a feature of a neo-Taylorist contact centre. 
Along similar lines, Hultgren and Cameron (2010) have also exemplified control 
and surveillance over service personnel as attributes of neo-Taylorist contact 
centres which are in fact attributes of classical Taylorism. Considering these 
narratives, it could be argued that there is not much difference between 
Taylorism and neo-Taylorism.  
Secondly, several studies have exemplified lean adaptation in contact centres 
(e.g., see Sprigg and Jackson, 2006; Taylor and Bain, 2007; Scholarios and 
Taylor, 2010), which is alleged to be one of the facets of neo-Taylorism. For 
example, Spriggs and Jackson (2006) discuss scripting of conversations and 
monitoring of activities as evidence of lean implementation. Similarly, Taylor 
and Bain (2007) highlighted how lean implementation in contact centres 
facilitates efficiency maximisation through 'management by stress' and efficient 
call management thereby, achieving lean staffing. In other words, lean was 
perceived as just another technique of attaining efficiency through mass-
production as it was in manufacturing (see Mulholland, 2002) which is why, for 
example, Seddon (2011), warns that lean is 'a waning fad'. 
Thirdly, it could be argued that it is the pre-occupation of managers with 
efficiency maximisation and cost-reduction that inhibits differentiation of neo-
Taylorism from Taylorism. As a consequence, not only do organisations 
struggle to achieve rigidity and flexibility simultaneously but also face 
challenges at operational level. For example, the dual focus of efficiency and 
quality has been generally perceived as fundamentally contradictory (cf. Batt 
and Moynihan, 2002; Raz and Blank, 2007). Such contradictory objectives not 
only induce dilemmatic managerial priorities in contact centres, that is, whether 
to achieve efficiency or quality, but also create confusion for service personnel 
as to whether focus on quantitative or qualitative goals of the service (Taylor 
and Bain, 1999; Wallace et al., 2000; Robinson and Morley, 2006; Bank and 
Roodt, 2011; Chicu et al., 2016). 
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Regardless of such criticisms, whether in its classic or alternative form, 
Taylorism still persists in organisations (Pruijt, 1997). In the last few decades, 
however, there has also been a countermovement, which Pruijt (1997) and 
others (e.g., Peaucelle, 2000; Lomba, 2005) describe as a break from 
Taylorism, which is commonly discussed as 'post-Taylorism' or 'anti-Taylorism'. 
This countermovement is discussed in the following section. 
2.6.4 Post/Anti-Taylorism 
Morris (2016) noted several approaches to the management of organisations 
that were developed to enable a fundamental shift in management thinking and 
practice, that is, breakage from 'mass-production' and hence, from Taylorism. 
These approaches were mainly aimed at tackling human agency and quality of 
the job and work life issues aiming to improve job design and performance-
based pay systems, embedding teamwork, emphasising socio-technical skills 
when recruiting and training employees and encouraging self-management at 
an individual and team level. Whereas Lomba (2005) labelled this movement as 
'post-Taylorism', others (e.g., de Montmollin, 1975; Pruijt, 1997; 2000) 
described this paradigm as revolutionary and hence, 'anti-Taylorist'.  
Peaucelle (2000) described post-Taylorism in a very similar manner to neo-
Taylorism. According to her, post-Taylorism entails new objectives including 
flexibility (or diversity), quality and timeliness of production be added to to the 
existing objectives of Taylorism namely, to increase efficiency, volume and 
hence, the growth of the contact centres. Further, Peaucelle (2000) also 
discussed how, for example, autonomous work teams, business process re-
engineering, automation, quality attainment, and just-in-time production were 
practices that enabled attainment of both efficiency and flexibility. 
Anti-Taylorism exhibits a rather positive portrayal of management thinking and 
practice.  Pruijt (1997) suggested that anti-Taylorism could be observed in 
following five changes which indicate in moving away from Taylorism: 
 alleviation of technical discipline or moving away from the assembly-line 
mode of production; 
 job enlargement (or adding more tasks to the job rather than 
specialisation); 
 job enrichment (addition of more complexity to the tasks); 
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 de-centralisation of responsibility (and hence, granting autonomy to the 
workers); 
 participation (in design and quality enhancement projects). 
Pruijt (1997) observed and elaborated on each by exemplifying them in his 
research of 62 case organisations. For example, he highlighted how alleviation 
of technical discipline was evident in the form of abandoning or modifying the 
assembly line concept in manufacturing by allowing workers some flexibility 
towards certain tasks where necessary. He also identified job enlargement in 
terms of combining low-skilled and high-skilled tasks together. Similarly, job 
enrichment was exemplified in terms of adding more complexity to the tasks by 
embedding personalised product/service provision to the customers or, 
incorporating planning and management tasks within existing job roles. De-
centralisation referred to granting some level of autonomy, either in terms of 
troubleshooting and reduction of supervision density over workers. Finally, 
participation entailed involvement of workers to foster management plans in 
designing and improving the quality of products. 
 
The evidence of anti-Taylorism within the context of contact centres is limited. 
However, it has been established that not all contact centres uphold the 
efficiency aims and that some may have focused on service quality or have an 
additional strategic purpose of delivering value to the customers. The multi-
channel and multi-functional nature of contact centres has also been elicited 
highlighting job enlargement in contact centres. In addition, there are a few 
studies that have debated or have highlighted that contact centre services could 
be complex in nature, such as involving technical support and healthcare and 
hence require high-skilled service personnel who can deliver service in a 
flexible, autonomous and empowered environment (Batt and Moynihan, 2002; 
Bain et al., 2002; Shah and Bandi, 2003; Richardson and Howcroft, 2006; 
Weinkopf, 2006; D'Cruz and Noronha, 2007; Koskina and Keithley, 2010).  
Similar to the case of anti-Taylorist contact centres, Pruijt (1997) found limited 
evidence of anti-Taylorism in his research. He found that anti-Taylorist attributes 
were either trivial or simply non-existent in some cases (for example, 
supermarket, fast-food, bank tellers) whereas Taylorism is still persistent.  
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Considering the above, neo-Taylorism, post-Taylorism and anti-Taylorism are 
not easily discernible (Sawchuk, 2010). Rather and even in the case of contact 
centres, these are mere extensions of Taylorism (p.107).  
Pruijt (1997) noted that further attention has to be paid to factors, including 
management commitment, culture, communication, organisational learning, 
socio-technical design and so forth to leverage anti-Taylorism. Since the year 
2000, newer opponents of Taylorism have emerged, which has extended the 
debate of dealing with these factors using a 'systems' thinking' approach. 
2.6.5 Systems' thinking in contact centres 
The origin of general systems' thinking dates back at least 50 years ago. For the 
purpose of this study, systems' thinking is reviewed with specific focus on its 
application in contact centres. 
John Seddon's work on systems' thinking in regards to the design and 
management of service organisations has been gaining increased popularity in 
the last decade or so in academic literature (e.g., Jaaron and Backhouse, 2014; 
2011a; Jackson, 2009). Systems thinking in management has been discussed 
in context of UK public services (Jaaron and Backhouse, 2011a; Zokaei et al., 
2010) and contact centres (e.g., Jaaron and Backhouse, 2014; 2013; 2011b; 
McAdam et al., 2009; Piercy and Rich, 2009; Seddon and Caulkin, 2007; 
Seddon, 2003; 2000). 
Mass production logic 
In his earliest work, Seddon (2000) criticised contact centres for being designed 
in a 'top-down' manner. His critique, however, was from a managerial view point 
through which he elicited the operational challenges that have been highlighted 
in contact centres. For instance, he describes that contact centres are primarily 
designed and managed with mass-production thinking. This means that the 
design and management focus was to primarily ensure that demand flowing into 
the contact centre is met, with as little cost-to-serve as possible. Designers of 
the contact centres pre-occupied with mass-production logic are primarily 
concerned with meeting this demand, through functional specialisation or 
division of labour, and specifying the procedures for how the work is to be done 
in order to meet the required standards.  
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The decision making is top-down and separated from operations. In these 
terms, the primary responsibility of managers in contact centres is to ensure 
that the required number of service personnel along with the necessary skills 
and capabilities are available to perform the work to the standards which are in 
the form of performance indicators. However, the outcome of performance is 
then only what can be quantified than what is actually desired (quality). Seddon 
(2000) argues that the very value of doing the work is lost. The attitude towards 
customers is merely contractual than purposeful of what contact centres are 
meant to deliver. 
Seddon's (2000) description of mass-production logic was broad yet 
incremental in the sense that in his later work, he elaborated further on mass-
production thinking. For example, Seddon's (2003) explains mass-production 
attributes as features of a command and control approach, which according to 
him, is fundamentally borne out of Taylorism. In addition, he highlights that the 
relationship with suppliers - which could be interpreted as outsourcers in case of 
contact centres - under this paradigm is often contractual or transactional in 
nature. Furthermore, change in such organisations is often reactive to needs of 
the environment and isolated from the rest of the organisation, (see also Pruijt, 
1997).  
In service organisations such as contact centres, he summarised later that 
managers pre-occupied with mass-production logic are primarily concerned with 
three fundamental questions (Seddon and O'Donovan, 2010): 
1. How much work is coming in? 
2. How many people does the organisation have? 
3. How long do people take to fulfil the work? 
As such, managers are found to be in pursuit of meeting the demand by 
deploying Taylorist practices to increase efficiency, for example, through 
standardisation and functional specialisation, control using ICT or outsourcing 
the activities to lower-cost organisations/economies to achieve economies of 
scale and hence, to reduce costs. 
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In his work, Seddon (2003) appraised that Taylor's (1911) contributions were 
critical to the manufacturing environments given the needs of people, industry 
and economy in the twentieth century. For example, he noted (p.188): 
 "It worked, it provided jobs and wages and industrial output increased". 
However, he also highlighted that the paradigm of command and control or 
mass-production thinking had weaknesses. He argued that mass-production 
logic may be a way to design and manage work but not the best way. 
Furthermore, he emphasised that an alternative method was needed for design 
and management of service organisations which has to stem from the very 
change in thinking from mass-production to what he described as 'systems' 
thinking'. 
Systems' thinking logic 
In contrast to mass-production logic, Seddon (2000) suggested that contact 
centre managers need to adopt systems' thinking logic. Under this, contact 
centres should be viewed as systems Seddon and Caulkin (2007) later, 
described systems broadly as a set of parts that are interconnected together 
towards achieving some purpose. Accordingly, systems' thinking is concerned 
with understanding the implications resulting from the interconnectedness of 
these parts on the outcome of the system.  
Seddon's early conceptualisation of systems' thinking could be perceived as a 
combination of the management approaches that were criticised as extensions 
of Taylorism. For example, Seddon and Caulkin (2007) suggested that systems' 
thinking is closely linked with lean manufacturing principles. However, a few 
years later, Jaaron and Backhouse (2014:2029) highlighted that Seddon's 
(2000) view of systems' thinking concerned with two main questions - 'how the 
work works' and 'how to change it' to achieve the purpose of the system 
(Seddon and O'Donovan, 2010). Accordingly, Seddon's (2008) systems' 
thinking entails a three step process namely (Jaaron and Backhouse, 2014): 
 1) Check - Analysis of what, how and why of the current system and it's 
 purpose; 
 2) Plan - What needs to be changed to achieve the purpose and; 
 3) Do - Re-design, experiment and implement changes alongside 
 working with managers to adopt and adapt these changes. 
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Jaaron and Backhouse (2014) highlighted that as opposed to Taylorist mass-
production thinking, systems' thinking is fundamentally based on viewing an 
organisation as a holistic system, the purpose of which is seen in terms of its 
customers. Accordingly, it is the customer demand that should be of the focus 
to managers rather than functional hierarchies/components and their respective 
purposes when defining the purpose and hence, designing the organisations 
(Jaaron and Backhouse, 2014; 2010). 
In describing systems' thinking then, Seddon and O'Donovan (2010) placed 
immense importance on learning in organisations (Senge 1990; Argyris and 
Schon, 1974), that is, to understand 'how the work works'. They argued that 
when organisations are viewed holistically, organisations begin to discover and 
learn the actual causes of system failures resulting from the weaknesses of 
mass-production logic which on the contrary merely increases the cost.   
Therefore, the first step of systems' thinking approach is to learn from such 
failures by categorising demand into two categories namely, value demand - the 
demand for which the service organisations are established to serve and; failure 
demand - demand that service organisation fails to serve at first instance (Marr 
and Neely, 2004; Seddon and Caulkin, 2007; Piercy and Rich, 2009; Jaaron 
and Backhouse, 2014).  Seddon and O'Donovan (2010) highlighted that in 
service organisations such as contact centres, failure demand accounts for 80% 
of the actual demand that incurs a cost. As such, this failure demand is 
considered to be a 'waste' and hence, which needs eliminating to reduce cost 
and improve quality (Piercy and Rich, 2009; Seddon, 2003). 
As such, system thinking includes consideration of fundamental structural 
aspects of an organisation and the re-design of processes that would enable 
organisations to achieve the simultaneity of cost-reduction and improved 
service quality (Piercy and Rich, 2009). Unlike the neo/post-Taylorist 
perspectives, however, systems' thinking emphasises a shift of thinking from the 
mass-production logic that is embedded in those perspectives. For example, 
Seddon and O'Donovan (2010) were also concerned with the demand variety 
that is evident, for example, in the case of contact centres. 
They argue that when service organisations are designed using Taylorist 
principles, absorbing the variety is a challenge for these organisations. As such, 
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it is necessary that service organisations are designed and managed in an 
'organic manner' to absorb this variety (Jaaron and Backhouse, 2011a).    
So according to Seddon (2003) systems' thinking organisations are where 
decision making should be integrated and devolved rather than functionally and 
hierarchically separated so that, according to Jaaron and Backhouse (2011a), 
organisations can quickly eliminate waste, absorb variety, change and adapt to 
the turbulent environment (Jackson, 2009; Jaaron and Backhouse, 2011a; 
2011b). Rather than mass-production logic where in output is measured based 
on targets, standards and budget, a systems' thinking approach emphasises 
measuring the outcome of the service in terms of whether the purpose of the 
system is achieved and/or variety is absorbed (Jaaron and Backhouse, 2014; 
Seddon and Caulkin, 2007). Rather than having a contractual relationship with 
the customers and a focus on internal measures, employees are said to be 
empowered and also processes should be geared to what matters to the 
customers in terms of the value (Seddon, 2005). Seddon (2003) and Piercy and 
Rich (2009) also highlighted how having a co-operative network of suppliers 
rather than contractual relationships with them is beneficial in terms of creating 
the well-defined interconnected system. 
System thinking also addresses the motivation of employees. In the case of 
mass-production logic, motivation is often driven by incentives based on targets 
and tasks, as evident in the case of contact centres (Seddon, 2000). In contrast, 
Seddon (2003) argues that a target based motivation only creates a false sense 
of achievement amongst employees and more importantly the de-valuation of 
the true purpose that is meant to be achieved. Rather, as Jaaron and 
Backhouse (2011b) highlighted if employees are empowered and driven to 
achieve the purpose rather than the targets, not only will this result in better 
working conditions for employees and reduce turnover and absenteeism, but 
also enables attainment of productivity and service quality. Table 2.4, therefore, 
summarises and distinguishes the mass-production thinking and systems' 
thinking, which has been cited by several advocates of systems' thinking or 
organic organisations (e.g., Jaaron and Backhouse, 2011b; Piercy and Rich, 











Table 2.4 Comparison of mass-production thinking and systems' thinking 
(Source: Seddon, 2003) 
The next section discusses the emergence of yet another anti-Taylorist 
approach to manage service, service management, and its coincidence with 
systems' thinking the logic in services and especially, contact centre services. 
2.6.6 Service management 
Alongside the emergence of systems' thinking in management practice, 
elsewhere, there has also been an emergence of the concept of 'service 
management' (Normann, 1984; Gronroos, 1988; 1990) - a term that was used 
broadly to distinguish aspects and issues relating to service operations 
management separate from manufacturing operations management (see 
Johnston, 1994). As such, this section reviews the emergence of service 
management, its relevance in contact centres research and implications for this 
study. 
Fundamentally, service management as a concept stems from the very 
realisation of services as an important sector in the economy in the 1970s - 
servitization of operations management in manufacturing environments and a 
deviation from mass production practices of organising and managing work in 
organisations (Johnston, 1994). Organisations recognised that in order to 
achieve competitive advantage, consideration of the price and range of goods is 
not enough and that quality of service and support systems to those goods are 
critical to gaining competitive advantage (Johnston, 1994). As such, a need was 
recognised by organisations to shift away from a mass-production approach 
that is focused on traditional internal efficiency to a service oriented approach 
that is customer oriented and quality focused. 
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In the 1990s, Gronroos (1990:7) made the first attempt to define service 
management as a distinctive philosophy of managing services: 
 "A service management perspective changes the general focus of 
 management in service firms as well as manufacturing firms from 
 product-based utility to total utility in the customer relationship". 
Later in his paper, Gronroos (1994:7) elaborated on five key facets of service 
management: 
1. It is an overall management perspective which should guide decision 
making in all areas of management and not just for a particular function; 
2. It is customer driven and not driven by internal efficiency of organisation; 
3. It is a holistic perspective which emphasises the importance of intra-
organisational and cross-functional collaboration (not specialisation and 
the division of labour); 
4. Focuses on quality as an integral part of service management; and 
5. Internal development of personnel and reinforcement of its commitment 
to company goals and strategies are prerequisites for success (not only 
administrative tasks). 
There are several similarities and convergence between the service 
management conceptualisation above and systems' thinking approach 
discussed earlier.  
Both for instance, warrant the holistic approach to management that is driven by 
customer and quality focus than by internal efficiencies of the organisation. Both 
service management and systems' thinking approach emphasise on functionally 
integrated approach to achieving the actual purpose and quality of service 
perceived by the customer. Both also highlight the development of personnel 
through shared commitment, goals and vision of the organisation. Thus, it could 
be argued that in some ways, service management can be seen to have some 
embeddedness of systems' thinking, however, with specific reference to holistic 
approach to managing services. Nevertheless, not much has been written about 




Beyond the conceptualisation of service management by Gronroos (1994), it is 
difficult to describe what comprises of service management practice. Even 
Gronroos (1994) accepts that condensing service management into a single 
theory has been a difficult task. Service management practice has been rarely 
established holistically due to its silo treatment within marketing, information 
technology (business-to-business), human resources and operations 
management literature as discussed earlier. Even though Gronroos (1994) 
highlights the overall management focus and holistic approach to managing 
service in his description of service management, marketing still remains a 
dominant focus in his conceptualisation of service management. Similarly, 
Johnston (1994) and Fitzsimmons et al. (2008) focus has been mainly on 
operations management when describing service management. However, 
Johnston (1994) warranted the need of moving beyond the application of 
quantitative techniques of improving internal efficiency of organisations. 
Nonetheless, understanding and conceptualisation of service management only 
exist within discipline-specific silos.  
Even with reference to contact centres, a thorough foundation and 
conceptualisation of service management practice are yet to be offered. Several 
papers used the term 'service management'. However, none of these papers 
has clearly elicited what service management is in relation to contact centres. 
Instead, there has been a varied focus on various aspects of organising and 
managing the labour process or specific elements of service management in 
contact centres.  
For example, Betts et al. (2000) focused on capacity management in contact 
centres. Similarly, Gilmore (2001) used the term 'service management' 
however, focusing on service quality and synonymised managing the labour 
process with service management. Batt and Moynihan (2002) considered 
service management in the context of various types of contact centre production 
models discussed earlier in this section (see 2.5.3). Likewise, Holman (2003) 
explicitly referred to 'service management' models as call centre production 
models highlighted by Batt and Moynihan (2002). Such synonymous 
conceptualisation of service management as management of the labour 
process is exactly the issue that this study is concerned with. As previously 
stated, the very misconception of managing the labour process as 
54 
 
'management' has undermined the exploration and establishment of service 
management practice at least in the case of contact centre services. Since 
Seddon's (2003) publications on systems' thinking in contact centres, however, 
there has been some emergence of focus towards service management as a 
distinctive focus.  
Despite such irregularities and inconsistencies in service systems and service 
management research, the last 15 years have been quite promising for service 
scholars. There has been an emergence of a cross-disciplinary initiative to 
address issues relating to service research and hence understanding of 
services. Established by IBM in late 2004, this initiative was called Service 
Science (Huo and Hong, 2013 ; Spohrer et al., 2007), the fundamentals of 
which along with and its relevance to this study is discussed in the following 
section. 
2.7 Service science 
Up to now service research has been somewhat reductionist in nature involving 
many disciplines including organisational theory, marketing, operations 
research, information systems, and so on, (Maglio and Spohrer, 2008) that have 
focused on obtaining specific knowledge about different aspects of the service 
system. In case of contact centres research, examples could include specific 
operational challenges resulting from labour process in contact centres (e.g., 
Robinson and Morley, 2006; Jack et al., 2006), examination of offshored 
services (e.g., Sharma et al., 2009; D'Cruz and Noronha, 2007) and service 
quality (e.g., van Dun et al., 2011; Langley et al., 2006). In addition, the purpose 
of examining the problems associated with contact centres services has mostly 
been to offer mathematical models or engineered solutions to these problems 
(e.g., Ibrahim et al., 2012; Shen and Huang, 2005; Koole and Mandelbaum, 
2002). 
With such reductionist or conventional thinking (Reynolds and Holwell, 2010), 
interconnections between entities of service or between contact centres and the 
rest of the organisation often get ignored. This undermines understanding of 
what these systems are and what constitutes their management. In contrast, the 
foundations of service science are fundamentally based on studying service 
systems using an integrated and holistic approach. The rationale and hence 
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need of such approach is very similar to that of service management - the 
distinctive recognition of services as an economy due to its growth and 
development in both developed and developing nations and a realisation of 
service imperative by organisations (Spohrer and Maglio, 2008). Both service 
science and service management stem from concern that there is still an 
inclination towards a manufacturing rather than a service paradigm in research 
(Spohrer and Maglio, 2008; Ng and Maull, 2009) creating a lag between actual 
service research and understanding the demands of the service economy 
(Gronroos, 2001). In addition, Spohrer and Maglio (2008:244) raised the issue 
of disciplinary silos that inhibited understanding and growth of the service 
imperative and warranted: 
 "the need for an integrated approach that spans not only existing   
 discipline-based silos within academic organizations (i.e., marketing, 
 operations, and human resource management within a business 
 school)but also across academic organizations (i.e.,business,
 engineering, and liberal arts)." 
In order to understand service science and holism within the context of service 
science further, firstly, it has to be understood how service systems are seen 
within service science. Maglio et al. (2009) assert that the service system is the 
basic abstraction of service science. Hence, for this study, in order to 
understand and study contact centres within the context of service science, it is 
important to firstly embrace contact centres and service systems as holistic 
entities. Maglio and Spohrer (2008:18) define service systems as  
 "value co-creation configurations of people, technology, value 
 propositions connecting internal and external service systems, and   
 shared information (e.g. language, laws, measures, and methods)." 
Secondly, service science also tackles the issue relating to under-development 
of understanding service management. For example, Huo and Hong (2013) 
highlight that service science also involves focusing on the management issues 
of service industries laying a theoretical basis for the discipline of service 
science. Thus, it is viable to describe service science as the study and 
development of service systems and service management. For contact centre 
service systems and even for services in general, however, service 
management practice is under-researched and hence, Huo and Hong (2013:45) 
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suggest that service science "undertakes this historical mission in a proper 
time", to address the lack of development of service management practice. 
Thirdly, approaches to studying service systems and management within the 
service science context are somewhat rooted in the philosophy of systems 
research and thinking (Ng and Maull, 2009), as was also identified in case of 
the conceptualisation of service management. Even in case of contact centre 
services, Seddon (2003) for example, argues that studying and managing 
contact centre services requires the adoption of systems' thinking. However, the 
term 'holism' and integration within the context of service science means that 
both scientific techniques deployed by operations management researchers and 
customer and service oriented approach to service systems and service 
management suggested by Seddon (2003) contribute to the understanding of 
service systems and hence, towards the emerging discipline of service science. 
Although Spohrer and Maglio (2008) highlighted that service science is an inter-
disciplinary initiative, there is still a debate about its true nature, that is, whether 
service science is multi-disciplinary (Stoshikj, 2016) or even trans-disciplinary 
(Ng and Maull, 2009). Regardless, the emergence of service science is 
promising yet concerning as far as this study is concerned. For instance, on the 
one hand, the literature on service science is growing. On the other hand, 
however, it is concerning that within the service sciences journal, the focus of 
service science scholars on contact centre service systems and the service 
management practice is insignificant despite the growth and development of 
contact centre services and their increasing centrality to organisations and 
customers. Further, these publications tend to be purely scientific in nature 
placing contact centre services within operations management research and 
hence, reductionist in nature. Therefore, the holistic understanding of contact 
centre service systems and management within the discipline of service science 
is rather limited - a rationale for this research. 
2.8 Summary  
The literature on services and especially contact centre services is 
overwhelming yet still growing and this reflects the development of contact 
centres. Despite the growth and development, the literature on contact centre 
services research is scattered across various disciplines. Nevertheless, this 
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chapter has reviewed traditional and contemporary antecedents and narratives 
relevant to contact centre services. In doing so, several insights and 
implications have emerged that are summarised in this section.   
Firstly, the terms 'call centres' and 'contact centres' are used 
ambiguously/interchangeably or even synonymously in the literature. However, 
the transition of call centres to contact centres cannot be assumed as linear. 
For example, Shah et al. (2006) illustrated three generations in their thesis, 
namely, first generation as call centres, second generation as contact centres 
and third generation as customer care centres.  However, the definitions 
reviewed for this study indicates that there was barely ever a clear transition 
from call centres to contact centres. Nonetheless, as call centres can at least be 
considered as a sub-set of contact centres considering the channel difference 
between the two, this study refers to the service functions in question as 
'contact centres'. To reiterate and for the purposes of this study and within the 
context of service science then, contact centres as service systems (Cleveland, 
2012: 5), are defined as: 
 "multi-channelled co-ordinated system of people, processes and 
 technologies  internal or external to the organisation boundaries that 
 deliver information, product support, administration, and sales services 
 and manage relationship with customers over service channels such as 
 web based portals, e-mail, chat, fax and social media, in addition to 
 telephone, to create value for the customer and organisation." 
Secondly, multiple narratives about contact centres have emerged in the last 
two decades. These narratives have exemplified different definitions, types of 
service provision, strategic purpose, management practices and labour process 
characteristics evident in contact centres. Accordingly, a consensus has 
emerged in the last two decades, that contact centre work is not uniform or 
homogeneous (Weinkopf, 2006; Russell, 2008). Rather, contact centres work 
varies considerably in nature depending on the strategic purpose. Therefore, 
there is further scope for debate about the nature of the contact centre work.    
What is homogeneous, however, in the literature is the similar theories that are 
used to analyse the design and management of contact centre work. Studies 
have mostly narrated the design and managerial practice in contact centres as 
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an exemplar of scientific management and its sub-sets (Paton, 2012), and 
underpinned by LPT and perspectives from Foucault (1977) and Edwards 
(1979). Following these antecedents, the focus of the studies was 
predominantly on the characteristics and organisational features of service work 
and operational and human resource issues in contact centres, the response of 
employees to working conditions and managerial issues in contact centres 
(Lloyd, 2016; Deery and Kinnie, 2002). 
Some of the most commonly researched strands discussed include the 
quantity-quality conflict in call centres (Piers William Ellway, 2014; Dean and 
Rainnie, 2009); human resource challenges such as coping with stress, 
burnout, emotional exhaustion and hence, high turnover of employees (Rod and 
Ashill, 2013; Deery et al., 2010); managing resistance and counter-productive 
behaviours of employees due to the nature of the labour process (Lloyd, 2016; 
Mullholland, 2004); trade-union dynamics in contact centres (Sarkar and 
Charlwood, 2014; Bain and Taylor, 2008; Bain et al., 2002), and measuring, 
managing and delivering customer satisfaction (Chicu, et al., 2016; Jaiswal, 
2008); Jack et al. 2006; Gilmore and Moreland, 2000).  
These issues have also been extended in the context of outsourced and 
offshored contact centres, especially those that are re-shaping the make-or-buy 
decisions. However, most of the studies within this strand have discussed 
strategic matters regarding outsourcing and offshoring of contact centres within 
a broader context of BPO, Information Technology, ITES and/or general domain 
of manufacturing and services offshoring and/or outsourcing. Contact centre 
services and their management have often been deemed simplistic undermining 
the importance and complexities of these services.  
In the case of contact centres, studies reviewed for this study has revealed both 
dystopic and utopic interpretations in the literature. Studies have mostly 
reported failure to achieve the simultaneous objectives of efficiency and quality 
in contact centres. In contrast, there has been a parallel growth in studies that 
have argued that contact centres could be primarily driven by service quality or 
specific value based propositions. These studies have, however, only made 
sweeping references to how the strategic importance of contact centres have 
evolved from being cost-centres to value centres. Studies such as those that 
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advocate systems' thinking or lean in contact centres highlight that these 
paradigms could well enable contact centres to achieve organisational 
resilience and achieve a dual-strategic objective of cost saving and quality. The 
limitation, however, remains that this strand is still under-researched. 
Two questions emerge here. Firstly, given the dilemmatic perceptions and 
despite the pluralism in strategic propositions of contact centres, it is still not 
clear what the value propositions of contact centres are. One could argue that 
this depends on the actual purpose of contact centres however the dominant 
mass-production logic of contact centres inhibits clear elicitation and appraisal 
of the importance of contact centres to the business.  
Secondly, there is a scarcity of holistic understanding in terms of what 
constitutes and explains customer service management in contact centres. 
While contemporary paradigms such as the application of high-commitment 
human relation practices, lean, systems' thinking, and organic approaches to 
managing contact centre services have emerged, there is a lack of a consistent 
perspective on these paradigms. 
Closer yet distinctive from service management, the discipline of service 
science emerged that promised to undertake the task of spanning across 
disciplines to study service systems and management of service systems. Thus 
far, however, management of contact centre services is yet to be explored 
holistically and within service science context. 
To conclude, research within service science context is developing however, 
understanding of contact centre service systems within this context is limited. 
As such, there is a need to investigate the nature and evolution of service 
systems, and the relationship between the system and associated entities. This 
entails an understanding of what constitutes service management practice in 
contact centres.  
From this literature review, this study has developed initial foundations of this 
inquiry by shaping six dimensions of customer service work discussed earlier, 
namely: technology manifestation in standardisation; managerial control; the 
service structure and issues of discretion, skills and job complexity. These 
dimensions, their conformance and contradictions with attributes of Taylorism 
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and other antecedents of services management and the contested logics of 
efficiency and efficacy warrant further inquiry. 
The next chapter outlines the philosophical and methodological commitments 





Chapter 3 : Research methodology 
3.1 Introduction 
This chapter outlines the research methodology including the philosophical 
commitments, research approach, data collection procedure and data analysis 
approach adopted for this study. It outlines the key considerations and in 
particular, the principles of systems' thinking in contextualising the research 
within the emerging discipline of service science. It also presents and discusses 
the key stages of data collection, data collection techniques and reflects on the 
implications of these choices on the objectives of this study. This is followed by 
a comprehensive discussion of data analysis procedure and development of 
service management framework. The chapter then concludes by providing a 
brief summary to the reader. 
3.2 Philosophical commitments 
Philosophical commitments inform the researcher's approach to addressing the 
research questions so that we know what we are doing and whether do we 
understand what we are doing. At a high level, the researcher could pursue his 
research objectively or subjectively (Burrell and Morgan, 1994). In other words, 
researchers could either perceive the phenomenon under inquiry as an object 
that exists independently of their mind or as a construction or co-construction of 
their individual or collective minds, respectively (Fitzgerald and Howcroft, 1998; 
Saunders et al., 2011).  Accordingly, social science researchers adopt different 
paradigms, depending upon their ontological position (The status of reality) and 
epistemological endeavours how do we know what we want to know?) to 
address the research questions.  
As highlighted in Chapter 1 and Chapter 2 however, this study is about the 
understanding of service management through the philosophy of systems' 
thinking (at least in service research) and hence to contribute to the emerging 
discipline of service science.   
3.2.1 Ontological and Epistemological commitments 
This section discusses my ontological and epistemological commitments or 
simply, what is my view of reality and how do I access knowledge. Through the 
comprehensive literature review and the research questions set out in Chapter 
1, this study can be contextualised within service science.  
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Fundamentally, service science is about investigating the nature of a service 
system and its evolution, and the relationship between the system and the role 
of people, technology, value propositions and shared information (Smith et al., 
2012; Spohrer et al., 2007). These are the very objectives of this study. A 
systems approach within service science context then entails viewing and 
studying contact centres as systems and their management as a whole. As 
such, adopting systems' thinking to conduct research warrants specific 
ontological and epistemological considerations. 
Ontology is concerned with the nature of reality (Saunders et al., 2011) and 
understanding the nature of reality. Ontology is often viewed as a spectrum, 
where on one hand, realists view the world as concrete object that exists 
independent of their mind, and on the other hand, relativist view the world as a 
construction of their minds, or a phenomena co-constructed by members of the 
community sharing similar beliefs or values (Saunders et al., 2011). 
Epistemology deals with the understanding of what can be regarded as 
knowledge- what can be known and what criteria such knowledge must satisfy 
in order to be called knowledge (Blaikie, 2007). In other words, it concerns, 'how 
and what is possible to know' along with 'knowing how you can know' (Hatch 
and Cunliffe, 2006) under some criteria that enables the researcher to be 
confident in what he or she knows. Epistemology can be discussed in terms of 
two extremes, namely objective epistemology and subjective epistemology. 
Objective epistemology considers that knowledge is independent and theory 
neutral and hence can be accessed independently whereas, subjective 
epistemology rejects the former view and suggests that knowledge cannot exist 
independently and hence depends on researcher's interpretation and his pre-
understanding of the phenomena to be pursued (Blaikie, 2007). 
For this study, I believe that contact centres as services systems are considered 
to be real and are objective in nature. However, these systems may be co-
constructed or socially constructed (Katzan, 2008) by people who may be 
internal or external to these systems. Accordingly, service constructionists - for 
example, service designers, consultants, directors and so on - construct the 
service system (world) considering the entities, some of which may be already 
existing, for example, organisation, infrastructure, resources, people and 
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processes, technology. Similarly, some idea or meaning about service models, 
templates, design, that are constructed by service constructionists in the past 
may still be used as objects to construct the same or different world. This is 
consistent with Crotty's (1998:44) suggestion that constructionists 'have 
something to work with'.  
Nevertheless, it is important to also consider the current knowledge available for 
services. For example, Moussa and Touzani (2010) highlight in their review of 
service research of the past 18 years (1993-2010) that service research is 
predominantly based on speculations rather than facts. In addition, they argue 
that although inter/multi-disciplinary efforts to study services such as service 
science are appealing, there are challenges in attaining any consistency and 
coherency in service research. Rather, I believe that the existing body of 
knowledge has developed some foundation for the emerging discipline of 
service science. However, given the varying nature of contact centres 
discussed earlier, I also believe that the objectivity of contact centres is 
organisational, purpose and hence, context specific.  
As such, according to Churchman (1968:231) as cited by Reynolds and Holwell 
(2010), "A systems approach begins when you first see the world through the 
eyes of another". The focus of this study is to obtain knowledge about contact 
centre service systems and management practice through my interactions and 
engagement with and between relevant groups/individuals that are engaged in 
creating and managing contact centres to deliver the strategic purpose of that 
service system. Thus, my epistemological position is subjectivist in this sense, 
to access the knowledge about service systems and service management. In 
Information Systems research, the term 'practice' is described as a holistic 
notion that not only consists of human actions and activities that are combined 
in a meaningful way, but also codifications of such actions in a common 
language (elements of service management) and artefacts (e.g. decision 
making templates, scorecards, etc) (Goldkuhl,2004). Accordingly, there are 
other sources of data that are internal or external to the service system under 




The pursuit of obtaining holistic knowledge about systems and practice with 
context specific reality can be well founded within pragmatic thinking (Goldkuhl, 
2004). Such thinking allows me to take a dual position of being objective and 
subjective at once to study the systems and work practice respectively, using 
flexible methodological approach (Crotty, 1998) and data collection techniques.    
3.3 Research approach 
Given the pragmatic approach and exploratory nature of research inquiry, a 
qualitative approach was adopted, in order to allow the exploration of the areas 
that inform this research in depth (Gill et al., 2010). The qualitative approach 
entails addressing the research problems associated with the world by 
examining the interpretation of individuals practice associated with that world 
(Gill et al., 2010). It also enables exploration of unique characteristics of 
organizations (Behling, 1980). Although Cunliffe (2011) highlights that 
qualitative research is based on a constructionist philosophy, Morgan (2014) 
assures that qualitative research can also be undertaken pragmatically. 
With specific reference to this study, qualitative approach enabled collection of 
in-depth information about the elements of service system, and the individuals' 
experience and reflection on practice in managing these elements. Primarily, 
this was achieved by interviewing those practitioners that are involved in 
designing the service system as well as those that are involved in managing the 
service system. In addition, qualitative approach for this study also entailed 
collection of data from additional sources and analysing it alongside interview 
data for the purpose of triangulation. These elements are detailed further in the 
following sections. 
3.3.1Interview as a data collection method 
Interviewing is most popular amongst qualitative researchers (Bryman and Bell, 
2011; Morris, 2009; King, 2004). Interviews are an exploratory instrument for 
primary data, enabling the researcher to obtain insightful data (Yin, 2009). 
According to Legard et al. (2003) cited in Rose et al. (2014), interviewing 
creates opportunity for the researcher to generate new understanding of the 
subject matter "through a combination of structure and flexibility allowing both 
the coverage of desired topics and follow-up of emergent issues" during the 
interactions between the researcher and the participant. 
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Precisely, interviewing participants in this study enabled identification and 
deeper understanding of elements of service design (the 'what') and 
management of these elements (the 'how'). The focus was on exploration of 
attributes, both existing and new, of customer service work and its management 
with specific reference to telecom services so as to compare the findings with 
the existing narratives. 
Given the aforementioned focus, this study focused on interviewing specific 
individuals that were involved in designing and managing the service and 
service organisations. Pragmatically, this means that the focus is on exploration 
of relevant and useful aspects of all stakeholders' experience and practice that 
is co-constructed by having a dialogue with these stakeholders (see Marshall, 
2005). In this study however, although frontline workers were considered to be 
one of the important stakeholders at the research design stage, they were not 
considered suitable and practical for this study. Firstly and as evident in Chapter 
2, there is far too much emphasis on the frontline issues in case of contact 
centre service research. As a result of this, managerial voice and hence, 
exploration of management practice and its appraisal is somewhat undermined. 
As such, the focus of this study was to explore this undermined area. Secondly, 
the views of frontline workers deserve a special attention due to practical 
reasons. During the initial scoping of the research, the scale and scope of 
telecom services organisation chosen for this research was determined by 
considering the number of frontline workers, their varied roles and shift timings 
within different functions, and the diverse nature of services delivered through 
different locations (discussed later in Chapter 5). The initial scoping suggested 
that it would be practically infeasible to accommodate and capture frontline 
workers' views within a single research and in a timely manner. For this study 
therefore, 'elites' were interviewed although as highlighted in Chapter 7 later, 
the views of frontline workers to compare and contrast with managerial voice 
certainly deserves attention for further research.   
Elite Interviewing 
Although there has been no clear definition, Marshall and Rossman (2006) 
describe elites as influential well-informed people in an organisation or 
community, who have expertise in areas relevant to the research (Rose et al., 
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2014). Fundamentally, therefore, the well-informed and expert attributes of such 
individuals was the foremost rationale towards their recruitment for this study.  
For example, this study interviewed independent consultants, organisation-
specific consultants, a director and senior managers of one of the major 
telecommunications service provider in the UK. Harvey (2010:199) describes 
such individuals as 'elites' as they are business people who are senior 
managers and hence influential decision makers in organisations or consultants 
to leading organisations. Accordingly, such individuals were purposely selected 
for this study as they held diverse experience and expertise of the strategic 
service creation and management that is relevant to the research. Secondly, 
interviewing elites offered both a broader view of the contact centres services 
as well as specific 'know-how' of service, tacit knowledge contributing to 
decision making in creating and managing service, and explanations towards 
specific issues relating to service management. Such benefits of elite 
interviewing were also highlighted by Rose et al. (2014) and were also found to 
be fruitful for this study.  
Interviews can take many forms, ranging from highly structured questioning to 
casual conversations and from one-to-one to one-to-many interactions (Smith 
and Elger, 2014). I took semi-structured one-to-one interviewing approach, 
comprising of both open ended and close ended types of questions. Examples 
of such questions are illustrated in Appendix II (a). Specific considerations for 
interviews varied at each data collection stage, which are discussed in the data 
collection procedure later in this chapter. 
3.3.2 Other sources of data 
In addition to interviews, several service system specific artefacts such as 
scorecards, training manuals, decision making frameworks and performance 
scorecards were obtained during data collection. Further, newsletters, Internet 
forums and industrial whitepapers were also used and scrutinised in conjunction 
with the narratives of the participants. In addition, voice of customers was also 
captured in the form of customer feedback to the telecom service. These are 
the actual recipients of service and hence, important and relevant stakeholders.  
Such data enabled analysis and triangulation of narratives holistically, which 
Cresswell (2003) highlights as one of the features of the qualitative approach. 
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Especially from a pragmatic view point as Goldkuhl (2004) emphasises, 
collecting narratives artefacts and documents allow researchers to avoid being 
confined to participant's experiences and interpretations only, thereby mitigating 
any potential participant's bias. Although the data was limited, it did help in 
critical evaluation of the elite views captured in this study. 
3.3.3Data collection procedure 
The data were collected in two stages. This section details each stage, 
including setting the boundaries in accordance with the research questions, 
selection criteria of the participants, the process of interviewing and the issues 
faced during each of the stages. 
Stage one 
The first stage of data collection comprised of developing understanding of 
service creation and the critical decisions that may be made towards designing 
the service system. For this, consultants were chosen to be the relevant 
participants so as to obtain an unbiased (neutral of any particular organisation's 
agenda) and broader understanding of the service design creation. The broader 
experience of contact centre consultants in designing services allowed the 
researcher to gain access to their diversified experience of designing and 
implementing services that they may have developed through various projects 
in a wide variety of industries. Rosemann et al. (2005) suggested that 
consultants offer insights and evidence from a wider perspective which may 
take a long time to gather if such evidence was to be obtained through 
accessing information for every implementation and industry individually.  
In order to access these consultants, I used LinkedIn® - a professional 
networking web portal - to seek relevant practitioners involved in designing the 
contact centre services or managing change in existing contact centres.  
Worrell et al. (2013) highlighted several benefits of using Linkedin® and other 
social networking technologies including identifying member's experience, 
access to professional references, other connections, and contact information, 
which were also fruitful to this study.  
Accordingly, potential participants were mined on specific groups such as 
Contact Centre Executives, Call Centre Associates, Contact Centre Club and 
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Contact Centre Partners within Linkedin® for the purpose of this study. The 
research created posts on these groups seeking for those individuals who are 
able to contribute to this study. The post consisted of brief information about the 
study and the request for expression of interest. The researcher received 5 
responses of which, 2 independent consultants were secured for interviewing. 
The researcher also secured 3 other consultants through snowballing, two from 
company W, and one from company II through his existing network, as he has 
worked with those organisations in the past (the names of the companies and 
the participants were given pseudonyms having signed non-disclosure 
agreement). Table 3.1 lists these participants. 
Participant Designation/Role Organisation 
Dave Director Independent Consultant 
Charlie Contact Centre 
Strategy Consultant 
Independent Consultant 
Vicky Pre-Sales Account 
Management 
Company W 
Angad Account Management Company W 
Sandeep VP Operations 
(Technology) 
Company II 
Table 3.1 Details of consultants interviewed for this study (Source: 
Author) 
The profile of participants illustrated in Table 3.1 was quite diverse. For 
example, Charlie worked with various automobile companies to design contact 
centres for their customers whereas Dave was more experienced in 
telecommunications and financial services contact centres. Similarly, Angad 
specifically looked after telecommunications clients of company W, whereas 
Vicky shared her expertise in logistics and distribution service delivery. 
Sandeep looked after the sales and marketing in company II, however, he 
contributed to the understanding of strategic technological considerations in 
contact centres with reference to telecommunication services contact centres. 
Post the responses by the above practitioners, the participants were briefed 
about the research further by e-mail, to which they responded with a suitable 
date and time for an interview. The researcher made attempt to conduct this 
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face-to-face, however, due to the location of certain participants, telephone 
interviews were conducted. As a result of this, notes had to be taken during the 
interview, as a phone-call recorder was not available.  
The interviews were conducted in a semi-structured manner. At the beginning of 
the interview, the background and rationale of the research were shared to 
engage the participant's interest. The questions asked at this stage were broad 
and highly open ended, as the purpose was to develop a deeper understanding 
of service design of contact centres. For instance, the participants were asked, 
"Can you describe your journey of designing the service for the contact centre?" 
or "What are the areas you take into account to design the service?" Only 
where interviewees were not sharing elaborate answers were prompts used to 
clarify the questions (see Appendix II (a) for the examples of prompts used 
during the interviews). In response, the participants identified the service design 
elements and detailed the factors and decisions taken within each of those 
elements.  
Throughout the interviews, the participants have been reflective about the 
practice and the issues they experienced in designing the service for their 
clients. For example, Dave expressed his viewpoints surrounding the strategic 
and operational challenges within the contact centre strongly. Charlie expanded 
on similar areas. While narrating their experiences, however, all of them 
touched on similar elements considered in designing the service - such as the 
strategic motives of clients/organisations, planning, operational and service 
delivery elements, and their influence on service design and overall service 
experience.  
Such similarities led to the emergence of categories, that is, the elements that 
were deemed important by the participants as areas of decision making during 
the process of constructing a service system. These categories were then 
shared with the participants at both Stage 1 and Stage 2 to verify and refine the 
categories, and to confirm whether the categories accurately describe the 
elements of service design and associated factors. These categories were 
further used to interview participants in Stage two of data collection, the details 




Stage two of data collection comprised of an in-depth exploration of service 
management practice in telecommunications contact centres, using service 
design elements identified during stage one as points of reference. For this 
purpose, one of the major UK based telecommunications service provider, 
Telecom X (name of the company is psuedonymised to protect firm's identity) 
was chosen. The rationale for choosing telecommunications services was 
twofold. 
Firstly, several studies have investigated telecommunications contact centre 
services (e.g., see van der Aa et al., 2015; Piers William Ellway, 2014; van der 
Aa et al., 2012; Doellgast, 2010; Jack et al., 2006; van den Broek et al., 2004; 
Bain et al., 2002) yet, these studies are occupied with the re-iteration of the 
operational, performance measurement and human relations challenges in 
these centres. Evolving importance of service to the business and management 
practice in contact centres has been highlighted in case of financial services 
and public services contact centres (e.g., Jaaron and Backhouse, 2011a; Piercy 
and Rich, 2009; Seddon, 2003). However, the focus on these aspects within the 
context of telecommunications services is limited. 
Secondly, the TMT sector is considered to be one of the fastest growing vertical 
sectors, following Consumer/Industrial Products and Financial services contact 
centres, due to the overall growth of product offerings by technology companies 
(Key Note, 2015). However, this is also adding further competitive pressures on 
service organisations as consumers demand both good quality of service and 
low-cost products.  Furthermore, the business environment of TMT is highly 
turbulent in the UK due to recent mergers and acquisitions of some of the key 
players in the market (Johnston, 2015). As a result of such mergers and 
competitive pressures, contact centre services are also undergoing immense 
re-structuring and re-positioning in terms of the criticality of customer service 
provision (Thomas, 2015).  
Such changes further warrant the need to explore the nature and contribution of 
customer service and management practice to managing competitiveness of 
TMT organisations.  
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For this purpose therefore, Telecom X, one of the biggest telecommunications 
service provider in the UK was chosen. I adopted a single case study approach 
as the purpose was to explore in-depth information relating to contact centre 
services and their management (Koskina and Keithley, 2010; Eisenhardt and 
Graebner, 2007). Service research is usually context specific (Ng et al., 2010) 
and as such, adopting single case study approach enabled deeper contextual 
insight (Jarvensivu and Tornroos, 2010; Dyer and Wilkins, 1991). Single case 
studies can serve as a powerful example of the phenomenon being observed 
(Siggelkow, 2007). However, the case should be suitable, and of theoretical and 
conceptual value to the study (Eisenhardt, 1989). 
Telecom X was considered suitable firstly due to the recent report of media and 
news press on its poor customer satisfaction rates, despite claiming to be one 
of the best mobile network coverage providers to customers in the UK. Telecom 
X was also one of the companies highlighted in the news press for repatriating 
their contact centres back from the offshored locations as a result of poor 
service quality issues. Secondly, the independent consultants highlighted 
Telecom X's contact centres as one of the examples with regard to the issues 
relating to service management reviewed for the purpose of this study. As such, 
Telecom X was relevant to the research questions and suited to both theoretical 
and conceptual issues that this study intended to explore.  
Single case approach also leveraged trust and confidence of managers of 
Telecom X in me. The Business Relationship Manager at Telecom X was made 
aware that I am not conducting research with any other telecommunication 
services provider. As a result of this, the access was provided easily and the 
information was discussed by senior managers more openly.  
Although single case studies of this kind impose limitation in terms of 
generalisation of findings (Antony, 2015), examining multiple data points such 
as independent consultants, organisation-specific documentation, Internet 
forums, and news press articles helped me mitigate this limitation to a certain 
extent.  
Single case study approach is common in both contact centre services research 
(e.g. Piers William Ellway, 2014; D'Cruz and Noronha, 2012) and within service 
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science discipline (e.g., Ng et al., 2012; Barnett et al., 2012). As such, this also 
strengthened my motivations to adopt this approach. 
Initial contact was made with the Business Relationship Manager at Telecom X 
who scheduled a telephone meeting with Neil, the Director of contact centre 
services. Thereafter, the first face-to-face meeting with Neil was arranged at 
one of their contact centres. In particular, the researcher obtained further details 
about the background of the organisation, the organisational structure, locations 
of their contact centres and corresponding activities of each of those centres, 
and discussed arrangements to interview other members of his team. It was 
agreed that post relevant interviews, a follow-up session would be arranged 
with the Director to discuss the findings and clarify areas as deemed necessary 
by the researcher.  
Table 3.2 lists the participants interviewed at this stage and their association 
with different aspects of the services provided by Telecom X. The interviews 
with Neil usually lasted for approximately 70-120 minutes, whereas the duration 
of interviews with other team members varied between 50-70 minutes. Not all 
participants were based on the same site, and hence the researcher had to 
travel to different sites. Except for Amber, all the participants agreed that the 
conversation could be recorded. 
The questions that were asked to the participants in second stage interviews 
were relatively more specific than in stage one interviews, relating to the area of 
service design which they were responsible for. For example, Giovanna was 
asked questions about outsourcing decisions, drivers and challenges, whereas 
Peter was asked questions specific to service process construction, decisions 
surrounding the technologies, and challenges associated with service 
processes.  
Some of the questions were meant to capture factual information, such as the 
number of customers and their segmentation, the number of sites (including 
whether they are in-house, outsourced, or offshored), types of activity 
performed by the contact centre, type of contact channels offered to the 
customer, and so on (see Appendix II (a) for the examples of such questions).  
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Such information was imperative to build a narrative about the case. There were 
other questions that were related to the existing themes from the literature. 
These included questions about the 'standardisation of work practices', 
'quantity/quality trade-off', 'performance management KPIs', 'complexity of 
processes and transactions', and 'drivers and challenges of sourcing'. 
Participant Designation/Role Association with Service 
Elements 
Neil  Director of Strategy Strategic Goals and Objectives 
of Service 
Giovanna Head of Strategic 
Outsource Partners 
Resource Planning; Sourcing;  
Sam Head of Design and 
Delivery 
Processes; Contact Channels 
Naomi Head of Resource 
Management 
Resource Planning; Customer 
Demand 
Peter Service Design Manager Processes; Performance 
Measurement 
Arya Operations Manager Performance Measurement; 
Service Availability; Customer 
Demand 
Chuck Training Manager Performance Measurement; 
Resource Planning 
Liam Head of Business 
Technical and Incident 
Management 
Performance Measurement; 
Service Availability; Customer 
Demand; Resource Planning 
Pat Content Specialist 
Manager 
Processes; Activity Type 
Raj Account Manager for 
Principal (Outsource) 
Strategic Goals and Objectives 
of Service 
Table 3.2 Managers at Telecom X participated in this study (Source: 
Author) 
The data collection ceased in September 2015 with 4 face-to-face and 3 
telephone interviews with Neil, 13 interviews with other participants across 
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stage 1 and stage 2, and one response through e-mail. In total 21 interviews 
were conducted in both the stages.  
3.3.4 Limitations 
Several challenges could haunt elite interviewers. Morris (2009) suggests that 
elite interviewing entails technique specific paradigmatic and methodological 
issues and therefore, to get the interviewing right, it is important to clarify these 
issues with specific reference to this study. 
Firstly, the paradigmatic concerns relate to the quality of 'truth' in elite 
interviewing as narratives of elites may be, for example, biased or misleading 
(Berry, 2002; Richards, 1996), deflect from the objectives of the interview and 
overall research (Smith, 2006; Leech, 2002), be 'performed' rather than genuine 
(Morris, 2009), or partial or incorrect due to poor recollection of events during 
interviews (Rose et al., 2014; Morris, 2009; Lillekar, 2003; Davies, 2001).  
In the case of this study similarly, informing the participants of the research and 
researcher's background prior to the interview could have induced 'performance' 
bias, as a result of which answers may have been rehearsed rather than 
genuine. I could feel the power differential between myself and for example, 
Sandeep who attempted to change the direction of the research. This situation 
has been highlighted by several authors in the context of elite interviewing (e.g., 
see Breen, 2007; Pitman, 2002; Smith, 2006). In other interviews, the 
interviewees found it difficult at times to recollect specific experiences or events. 
As a result of this, there were instances when I had to highlight certain 
examples relating to a particular question or, prompt further to help the 
interviewees recall certain events. This could be seen as 'interviewer bias', 
which has been raised as a concern by several authors in the past (e.g., Qu and 
Dumay, 2011; Johnson and Duberley, 2000; Darke et al., 1998; Miles and 
Huberman, 1994). 
However, this is precisely why my positioning as both an insider and outsider 
throughout the data collection stages aided in minimising these issues. Harvey 
(2010) suggests that being an 'insider' is advantageous as he/she holds a 
shared sense of understanding with the interviewee.  
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In contrast, being perceived as an 'outsider' could enable more objectivity 
(Harvey, 2010) and criticality (Pugh et al., 2000) towards the data collection 
approach. In addition, Harvey (2010) also highlighted that 'outsiders' could 
receive a warmer welcome than 'insiders' in certain research settings.  
Although difficult to achieve, I agree with Harvey (2010) and Mullings (1999) 
that it is possible to be an insider as well as an outsider. For example, my 
knowledge and past-experience in the contact centre industry make me an 
insider to this research. However, as I am not currently associated with any 
consultancy firm or contact centre services organisations, therefore, I am an 
'outsider' too.  
By being an insider and making the interviewee wary of my knowledge and 
experience in contact centre industry, I was able to manage the power 
difference between myself and some interviewers effectively (as was evident in 
case of Sandeep). During the interviews, I ensured where necessary that 
interviewees were gently reminded of the research focus if they were deflecting 
from the research goals. I also made arrangements to ensure that post the 
interviews, areas that were unclear or sounded incomplete were queried back to 
the interviewee either over telephone, e-mail or during the next interview.  Also, 
observations were made in terms of whether the views of one elite manager 
had any similarities or differences in comparison to views of other managers, 
especially in the second stage of data collection. The data collected through 
interviews with senior managers were confirmed and compared with 
subsequent interviews with the Director of Telecom X.  
In addition, the 'outsider' stance allowed me to gain access to the practitioners 
in the industry, which is usually difficult (e.g., see Mickez, 2012; Morris, 2009; 
Smith, 2006). This was especially challenging in the case of this research as 
contact centre services were found to be very protective of their brand 
reputation and commercially sensitive nature of data.  
Such status of the researcher re-assured interviewees to narrate their 
experiences in a relaxed environment. Having an outsider stance made me felt 
comfortable in asking 'naïve' questions to the interviewees, which according to 
Bochaton and Lefebvre (2011) enables rich collection of data due to varying 
levels of 'insider-ness' and 'outsider-ness' in research. Thus, a pragmatic stance 
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towards the positioning of insider and outsider helped in minimising 
paradigmatic challenges of elite interviewing. 
The quality of certain interviews was inconsistent. For example, two of the 
interviews were cut short as the interviewees had to leave due to other 
scheduled meetings. This led me to rush the interview to respect the 
interviewee's time. In such cases, however, follow-up conversations were 
arranged over e-mails and telephone. 
3.3.5 Ethics 
Ethical issues were considered throughout the research. In accordance with the 
university procedures, approval was sought from the research ethics committee 
prior to data collection. In the proposal, a brief description of methodology, 
participants to be interviewed and measures are taken to protect both the 
organisation and participants were detailed. In addition, participant information 
sheet and consent form template used before the interviews were submitted 
along with the proposal to the research ethics committee for approval. 
In order to build confidence and trust with the organisations and the 
participants, university e-mails and letter heads were used for communications 
during the study. During the interviews, participants were informed about the 
stages of the research and consent forms signed by participants.  Consent was 
taken for conducting the interviews, using tape recorders and note-taking for the 
purpose of both ethical governance and establishing trust and the legitimacy of 
the research. For similar reasons, organisations, participants and other 
organisations discussed during the research were pseudo named to protect the 
identity and reputation. In addition, where asked, I signed and respected the 
non-disclosure agreements with the organisations prior to any interviews. 
Where artefacts were shared by the participants, permissions were obtained 
from the participants before analysing those artefacts. Lastly, it was agreed that 
transcripts and final thesis will be shared with the participants to avoid any 
misjudgements and scepticism. 
3.4 Data analysis approach 
This section describes the analyses of interview transcripts and other relevant 
data (e.g. shared documents, industry reports) gathered during the course of 
field work for this study. In particular, it highlights how thematic analysis has 
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been adopted and adapted as a key approach for in-depth examination of data 
and development of themes. As a part of the thematic analysis, however, this 
study also uses some fundamental procedures of data analysis driven by the 
principles of general analytic induction in order to address the research 
questions set out for this study. 
3.4.1 Thematic analysis 
Thematic analysis can be described as a method to identify, analyse and report 
patterns or themes within data collected for the study through its interpretation 
in accordance with various aspects of the research topic (Braun and Clarke, 
2006; Boyatzis, 1998). Thematic analysis was adopted for this study because of 
its very flexibility and its contextualist nature meaning, its compatibility with both 
objective ontology and subjective epistemology (Braun and Clarke, 2006), in 
accordance with the philosophical commitments of this study. Some have 
highlighted thematic analysis as 'pragmatic' especially in the context of 
qualitative studies (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Sandelowski, 2000). In addition, it 
allows researchers to choose methods that fit the research question(s) rather 
than being constrained by conventions of specific approaches such as 
grounded theory, discourse analysis or, ethnography (Simmons-Mackie and 
Lynch, 2013; Thomas, 2006).  
From a design perspective, during the data collection stages, it was important 
for me to listen, read, analyse and interpret high-level themes from previous 
interviews before interviewing the next practitioner. Moreover, during the 
interviews, knowing about thematic analysis enabled me to ask context specific 
questions when practitioners had a tight schedule or were responding to 
interview questions briefly. Having a pragmatic approach allowed me to adopt 
and adapt other elements of qualitative approaches (e.g. framework building, 
descriptive accounts of management elements and practice) to generate 
relevant themes and address research questions. 
Thematic analysis is poorly branded and rarely acknowledged, mainly due to 
lack of guided approach and clarity around process (Braun and Clark, 2006). As 
a result, this approach suffers from a popular critique of a qualitative research 
and especially pragmatic approaches to research - that 'anything goes' (Braun 
and Clarke, 2006; Antaki et al., 2003). As such, the credibility of thematic 
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analysis as a method, in comparison to other qualitative methods, is often 
undermined although some have strongly defended against such stereotyping 
(e.g., Lorelli et al., 2017; Braun and Clarke, 2006; King, 2004). This study 
supports the view that thematic analysis is a method that adapts a structured 
but flexible approach to analysing data. In addition, I have also outlined my 
arguments for the trustworthiness of the analysed data and the approach itself, 
with specific reference to this study and for future studies of this nature. 
3.4.2Data analysis procedure 
This section outlines the procedure of analysing data including key stages of 
data analysis and detailing the activities under each stage. In addition, it also 
describes how the data was treated in accordance with the thematic analysis at 
each stage and other techniques that were deployed. 
Figure 3.1 below illustrates the data analysis procedure. It illustrates the key 
steps for each of the data collection stages and their linkages with each other 
and to other stages of data collection. As evident, some steps are purposely 
repeated under both stage 1 and stage 2 of data collection (e.g. transcription, 
familiarisation and conceptualisation of data) however, some may be unique to 
a particular data collection stage (e.g. development of a conceptual framework 
for stage 2). In addition, some steps (mapping themes under research 
questions, synthesis of themes using theories and generation and evaluation of 
model) are followed during the writing stage.  These steps, however, are 
perceived as integral to the rest of the data analysis procedure. 
Given the exploratory nature of the inquiry, I did not distinguish between 
collection, analysis, interpretation (Easterby-Smith et al., 2008) and reporting of 
data. Therefore, the overall procedure has to be viewed in a non-linear manner 
meaning, I constantly moved back and forth between analysis, interpretation, 
engagement with literature and reporting the findings (Braun and Clarke, 2006). 
Transcription of interviews occurred at both data collection stages. NVivo 10 
was used for managing interview data. NVivo is qualitative data analysis 
software that enables the coding and analysis of data as text, audio, video or 
image (Wainwright and Russell, 2010). NVivo was used as a repository for 




Stage 1 – Interviews with Independent 
Consultants
Stage 2 – Interviews with Practitioners at 
Telecom X
Transcription, Familiarisation and 
Categorisation of Data
Description and Refinement of 
Categories (Elements of Service 
Management) through extracts from 
data collected at Stage 1
Development of Conceptual Framework 
for Stage 2
Transcription, Familiarisation and 
Categorisation of Data
Description and Detailing of Categories 
at Stage 1 through extracts from data 
collected at Stage 2
Developing and refining themes through 
cross-comparison of description of 




Figure 3.1 Data analysis approach (Source: Author) 
 The interviews were mostly transcribed word-to-word however, certain filler 
words such as 'hmm's' and 'uhhh's' were eradicated during transcription as I 
was not interested in the linguistic analysis of the interviews (Macksoud, 2010).  
Overall, the process of transcribing was both time-consuming but valuable as 
not only this enabled me to be more aware of the contents of the data items 
(interviews) and be confident about my questions for the next interviews, but 
also enabled me to start the familiarisation process and to feel  ownership of the 
data. 
3.4.3 Initial analysis 
The process of familiarisation and categorisation began during the transcription 
of interviews. Firstly, this stage involved establishing evaluation objectives. 
According to Thomas (2006), an inductive approach to analysing qualitative 
data is guided by specific evaluation objectives or research questions that help 
in identifying specific domains and topics to be investigated. However, these 
evaluation objectives could be inductive or 'bottom up' which means  the data is 
coded without the use of any pre-existing coding frame and hence with no direct 
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correlation to a research question. Rather, the research question may evolve 
through the coding process. In contrast, theoretical or 'top down' evaluation 
objectives mean that evaluation and coding are driven by theoretical 
underpinning and a specific research question (Braun and Clarke, 2006). In 
practice, however, as Thomas (2006) argues, evaluation is both inductive and 
deductive which is precisely the case in this study as discussed below. 
The evaluation objective for data collection in the first stage involved 
identification of key elements or considerations towards the creation of a 
contact centre service system. Through constant listening, reading and 
engagement with transcripts, I began to make notes and define categories in a 
way that best describes the elements elicited by practitioners during the 
interviews. Initially, this process was fluid and open-ended. In other words, I 
created notes and illustrations of possible categories whilst listening to the 
interview files or reading the transcripts (see Appendix II (b) for examples of 
such illustration). Eventually, I developed several high level categories relating 
to service elements through this process (see figure 3.2 below). These 
categories were built of several low level concepts that were highlighted during 
the interviews. For example, with 'functional purpose of contact centres', 
concepts like sales, technical help-desk, technical support were linked. 
Similarly, with 'strategic purpose', concepts like 're-enforce value of the brand', 
'cost-centre', 'profit-centre', 'cross-sell', 'up-sell' could be linked. With 
'management approach', concepts such as 'sweatshop' and 'relaxed 
environment' were also linkable. 
Further refinement and description of categories was a continual process 
alongside the categorisation and conceptualisation of data. This involved 
sharing the development of categories with the consultants, Dave, and Charlie 
to check their relevance, industrial terminology and their accurate 
conceptualisation. Through this co-creation activity, seven key categories 




Figure 3.2 Initial categories relating to key elements and considerations of 
service (Source: Author) 
As can be seen in Table 3.3, categories such as 'Demand' and 'Capacity' were 
merged together as both consultants and further review of relevant literature 
revealed that they are complementary to each other. Similarly, the 'functional', 
and 'strategic' purpose, and 'activity type' were all merged into the strategic 
purpose of service given their holistic consideration by participants of this study. 
In addition, categories such as 'cost', 'quality', 'value' and 'efficiency' were 
considered within the strategic purpose of service when describing services as 
'low-cost', 'premium', and 'frills', to distinguish between cost-focused (efficiency 
as a route to cost), quality-focused, or 'value' focused services. Further 
consensus on the high-level categories illustrated in Table 3.3 below was 
obtained prior to the start of stage 2 data collection although, the refinement 











Charlie:  At the top of the strategic hierarchy, what is it that you 
want to do? You have mission/vision statement… 
Dave: Will there be cross-sell opportunity? Is it just going to be a 
technical help desk or is that going to generate new sales too? Can 
I turn my cost-centre into a profit centre? 
Charlie: There are multi-purpose or single-purpose centres. For 
example, you could decide [to operate] sales operation and/or 
service operations. You have different product ranges 
Dave: What is the level of service that you want to deliver? What is 
your strategic goal here? Are you willing to deliver a premium 
service or something that is low-cost, 'as cheap as possible' type 
service? 
Technology 
Sandeep: I have to decide a contact centre technology for my 
business. You have to think about what technology can you bring 
that will allow you to solve your business problems.  It's extremely 
important for the companies to look for technology through which 
services can be offered 
Demand and 
Capacity 
Naomi: my responsibility is to ensure we have the right number of 




Dave: whether the service will be provided for a limited number of 
hours in a day, or it will be a round the clock service operations? 
Service 
Channels 
Dave:  How are they going to contact you? Is it going to be phone, 
e-mail, web, or mobile application? What channels are they going 
to come in on? 
Charlie: [With] channel strategy. You could maximise or minimise 
the opportunity for the customer to contact you. Do you restrict 
customers from human interaction? Do you make it dead easy for 






Peter: What are our customers going to call us about? 
Charlie: How are you going to define the processes 
Peter: We work out what we need to put into the process flows to 
follow the knowledge base. 
Dave: We need to size the average handling time for each of those 
transactions.  
Sourcing 
Naomi: Can we depending on the type of work - transactional or 
non-voice type activity, decide whether to pay a premium for an in-
house site to source that.  
Naomi:  Let's just say this is technical work and if we want to give 






Dave: How are we going to measure and manage the performance 
of this operation?KPI Reporting, Dashboard, etc... 
Neil: We measure probably about 40-50 different metrics. 
Management 
Approach 
Dave: How hard do you want to drive your agents? Do I want to 
create a sweatshop or a very relaxed positive creative 
environment? 
Table 3.3 Categories identified in Stage 1 with relevant interview quotes 
(Source: Author) 
In addition, Thomas (2006) suggested that one of the key stages in the 
development of categories is to identify linkages and relationships between the 
categories. As exemplified in Figure 3.3 for example, most categories had direct 
or indirect linkages which were highlighted during data categorisation and 
refinement.  
As such, the evaluation objectives of data collected in stage 2 were to explore 
the service elements in-depth as well as to explore the 'management approach' 




Figure 3.3 Example of links between different service categories (Source: 
Author) 
3.4.4 Analysing the 'management approach' 
During the interviews, participants were asked broad questions relating to their 
management activities within their job. As a result of this, further understanding 
of strategic purpose, technology, demand and capacity management, sourcing, 
service process, channels, sourcing and performance measurement and 
management were established As such, the intention here was to obtain thick 
descriptions of each of the areas (Braun and Clarke, 2006) in terms of what 
management within these elements entailed .  
The categorisation then involved the identification of characteristics of customer 
service work and management approach through the transcripts and the  
following six dimensions of customer service work as an analytical frame: 
 Structure of service work; 
 Standardisation of service work; 
 Complexity of service work; 
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 Skills entailed in customer service work; 
 Discretion; 
 Managerial Control over service work 
In addition, concepts relating to managing the strategic purpose, demand and 
capacity, sourcing and performance were also explored within the interview 
transcripts and with reference to Telecom X's contact centres. The set of high 
level categories are illustrated in figure 3.4. 
 
 
Figure 3.4 High level thematic categories (Source: Author) 
Thereafter, the next evaluation objective was to explore, compare and contrast 
the attributes of customer service work and management approach in Telecom 
X's contact centres that relate to Taylorist and post/anti-Taylorist attributes 
discussed reviewed in Chapter 2. Dave, the independent consultant used two 
phrases, 'sweatshop' and 'relaxed', which reflect the characteristics of customer 




I took a flexible approach to thematic analysis by engaging with development 
and write-up of themes simultaneously, using the technique of 'free-writing' (see 
Wolcott, 2001; Schiellerup, 2008). The iterative development of narratives is 
illustrated in figure 3.5 below. The following questions were used to reflect on 
the data during the write-up: 
 What did the interviewee describe in terms of the practice? 
 Why did the interviewee adopt this approach? 
 What were the challenges in adopting such an approach? 
 How were these challenges managed? 
 
Figure 3.5 Development of themes using free-writing approach (Developed 
by the author) 
Within the praxis of thematic analysis, Braun and Clarke (2006) suggest that 
development of themes means moving from descriptive to and interpretive level 
by combining the factual description and display of extracts with accompanying 
narrative so as to link the themes back to the research questions. In addition, 
the constant critical reflection was undertaken through cross engagement with 
data and the literature by asking following questions to self, adapted from 
Easterby-Smith et al. (2008): 
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 Does this data support existing knowledge? 
 Does this data challenge existing knowledge? 
 What are the differences? 
 Does this data add new knowledge?  
Secondary data sources helped in cross comparison and were challenge the 
aspirational nature of some narratives of elites. For example, during the data 
collection, one of the leading newspapers in the UK highlighted that Telecom X 
was one of the top 10 organisations in terms of poor customer satisfaction. This 
was raised with the senior manager at Telecom X during the next interview to 
understand the reasons for this and the implications of this. 
Altogether, 2 meta-themes, 10 major themes and 17 sub themes were 
produced deductively and inductively, which were used to structure Chapter 4 
and Chapter 5 of this thesis. 
3.4.5 Development of service management framework 
The purpose of research question 3 was to synthesise the findings and analysis 
towards the development of a service management framework that comprises 
of antecedents describing the attributes of customer service work and service 
management in contact centres. The rationale for this research question 
stemmed from a desire to create a holistic framework to underpin service 
management practice in contact centres within the context of a service 
dominant logic (Vargo and Lusch, 2004) and service science. In addition, 
Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007:26) suggested that theory building is justified if 
the existing research "does not answer the research question" or, "does so in a 
way that is inadequate". Therefore, development of a service management 
framework was undertaken. Although the framework is discussed and illustrated 
in Chapter 6, the approach to developing this framework is discussed here. 
As with the overall analytical approach adopted for this study, theory building in 
was also flexible in the sense that it entailed both an  'objective' and a 
'subjective' approach in teasing the relevant themes and building the framework 
of service management. This means that not only it aimed at exploring the 
descriptive, factual elements associated with contact centre service system, but 
also the interpretation of underlying complexities and challenges to manage 
service systems, through systems' thinking lenses (Badinelli et al., 2012).  
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As such, the theory generation is holistic by embracing objective elements of 
the context and participants' actions, and underlying mechanisms that explain 
these actions and behaviour (Pawson and Tilley, 2004 in Ssengooba et al., 
2012). 
The objective elements and attributes of contact centre services and 
management found in this study, could be split into three distinctive paradigms 
namely, Taylor's (1911) scientific management and associated antecedents (as 
a result, referred to as the mass-production paradigm for the theory generation), 
Fayol's (1949) general principles (referred to as the administrative paradigm) 
and the Systems thinking paradigm proposed by Seddon (2003) and Jaaron 
and Backhouse (2011a; 2011b) in context of contact centre services. Closer 
examination of the findings within these paradigms revealed complementary 
attributes. Rather, these paradigms have been explained and discussed as well 
those that are in contradistinction with each other. Although studies have 
discussed similarities and differences between Taylor's (1911) and Fayol's 
(1949) approaches (see Parker and Ritson, 2005) in the context of general 
management, these have not been contextualised within contact centre 
services. Similarly, Fayol (1949) and the systems' thinking paradigm share 
antecedents and hence similarities and differences which have been discussed 
in mainstream management literature, however not within the context of contact 
centre services or even services in general. Such comparisons and differences 
are discussed in detail in Chapter 6. 
A simple theoretical frame was developed that encompassed all three 
paradigms to provide a plausible explanation towards a service management 
practice of contact centre services, as illustrated in figure 3.6 on the following 
page. This framework is further developed and discussed in Chapter 7 to 
elaborate on the strategic objectives of service management and interplay of 
traditional and contemporary management approaches that explain the 




Figure 3.6 Second level service management model (Source: Author) 
3.5 Summary 
The purpose of this chapter was to elaborate on the philosophical, 
methodological and analytical commitments of this study. It provided a 
comprehensive overview of adopting flexible 'objective' and 'subjective' 
commitments and their alignment to systems' thinking approach in order to 
undertake research within the context of service science. The study was 
designed within the proximities of qualitative research. As such, the data 
collecting procedure was mainly comprised of interviewing elites, comprising of 
independent consultants and senior managers at Telecom X, one of the largest 
telecommunication services provider. To avoid pitfalls relating to trustworthiness 
of data, secondary sources of data, bespoke techniques to counteract the 
issues related to elite interviewing and insider-outsider reflexivity was deployed. 
Ethical considerations to protect the individuals and organisation associated 
with this study were also highlighted. 
Thereafter, this chapter discussed the analysis of data that involved a flexible 
combination of general inductive approach and thematic analysis to suit the 
needs of the thesis.  
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Despite this flexibility, data analysis entailed specific evaluation objectives and 
involved following a systematic procedure. However, moving back and forth 
between steps, referring the analysed data to the participants and supervisors 
and iterative handling of analysis through free-writing were flexible components 
of the analysis procedure. Through such combination, relevant themes and 
accompanying narratives were produced which were then deployed towards the 
synthesis of service management framework. The following chapters discuss 






Chapter 4 : Strategic value of contact centres to Telecom 
services organisation 
4.1 Introduction 
The purpose of this chapter is to present and discuss the findings relevant to 
research question 1, that is, what is the strategic value of contact centres to the 
organisation? In particular, the chapter focuses on the appraisal of the 
functional and strategic purpose of contact centres, the perception of managers 
about the value of contact centre services and the objectives of contact centre 
service management. It also discusses the implications of this purpose and 
perception of managers on attaining the service management objectives. 
4.2 Functional and strategic purpose of contact centres 
The findings of this study have revealed nuanced views of the functional and 
strategic purpose of contact centre services. Contact centres may be used by 
organisations for providing various services (functional) as well as serving 
different strategic needs of the organisation (strategic) and hence, both the 
functional and strategic purposes of contact centre services are central to the 
design and management of these services. For example, when independent 
consultants were asked about their approach to designing a contact centre 
service the actual purpose of establishing the contact centres was a foremost 
area of concern: 
 "At the top of the strategic hierarchy, what is it that you want 
  to do?" (Charlie) 
 
 "Is it just going to be technical help desk or is that going to   
 generate new sales too?" (Dave) 
This means that the foremost focus is on what the contact centre is going to 
deliver as a service. Thereafter, this consideration was found to be intertwined 
with the strategic purpose that the contact centre may serve. For example, as 
Dave suggests: 
 "Will there be cross-sell opportunity?... Can I turn my cost-centre   




Similarly, Charlie states that the strategic purpose of contact centres purpose is 
driven by a vision that the organisation may wish to achieve through its contact 
centre: 
 "You have mission/vision statement…[such as to]…re-enforce the   
 value of the brand." 
This can be further supported by Neil from Telecom X who suggested that their 
contact centres are emerging to be a source of strategic differentiation in the 
market, in addition to providing product and customer service support to their 
customers. 
 "…we believe what we want to differentiate in is service. So that's where 
 we[contact centres] come in. That's the kind of core business focus - how 
 do we underpin having the best network with the best service 
 proposition." 
Telecom X's contact centres were also found to be involved in generating 
revenues through up-sell/cross-sell of certain products or value added services, 
 "…we interlock with our sales organization and what they want us to sell 
 and lock with our technological unit about how we need to do the support 
 or we're interfacing to our marketing unit or finance unit for collections." 
As Charlie suggested with regard to vision statements: 
 "…a typical vision statement [of contact centres] could be to…re-enforce 
 the value of the brand." 
So for both consultants, designing the services and the managers managing the 
services at Telecom X, contact centres serve different types of strategic 
purposes for the overall organisation in addition to functional and utilitarian roles 
such as performing, product support, sales and marketing, and customer 
administration activities suggested by Robinson and Kalakota (2004). Contact 
centres can perform various activities to leverage strategic competitiveness of 
the organisations in the market in addition to serving a functional purpose for 
the organisation thereby, adding some strategic value to the organisation. Such 
profiles for services have also been highlighted by Gaiardelli et al. (2008) in the 
context of after-sales services, which can now be seen to be applicable to 
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contact centre services too. However, there are specific studies that have 
suggested the strategic role of contact centres as  a source of differentiation 
(e.g. see van der Aa et al., 2015) or a source of revenue generation (Holman et 
al., 2005; Prabhakar et al. 1997) or  fostering brand loyalty in customers (Curry 
and Lyon, 2008; Holman et al., 2005; Dean, 2002).  
The findings of this study further strengthen the consensus on the evolving 
strategic purpose and importance of contact centres in line with earlier studies. 
However, this study also found some contrasting views in terms of the 
perception of contact centres in comparison to the existing literature. These 
views are discussed in the following section. 
4.3 Perception of contact centres - Cost centre, Profit centre or, both? 
Like any labour intensive service functions, Contact centres were once viewed 
as cost-centres in the past (Marx et al., 2015; Price and Jaffe, 2011; Willis and 
Bendixen, 2007; Gans et al., 2003). Increasingly, however, studies have 
reported that contact centres are shifting from being regarded as just cost 
centres to profit centres or value centres (e.g., see van der Aa et al. 2015; 
Cheong et al. 2008; Jack et al. (2006); Miciak and Desmarais, 2001), by 
undertaking revenue generation through cross-sell or upsell of 
products/services as a part of the service encounters with customers (Jack et 
al. 2006). 
In case of Telecom X however, this study found that contact centre services 
have neither completely shifted from being cost centres nor are completely 
profit or brand fostering centres, although they do leverage cross or up sell of 
products and services. For example, when asked whether contact centres of X 
can be regarded as a cost-centre or a profit centre, Neil highlighted: 
 "[We are]…somewhere in the middle of [cost centre and profit centre]. 
 We are definitely not a profit centre." 
In other words, whilst Telecom X' are engaged in sales through service, they 
are primarily concerned with leveraging quality of service than enforcing 




Neil suggests that the trend of cross-selling and up-selling through contact 
centre service encounters has been quite recent: 
 "…the ability to kind of up-sell or cross-sell products has been relatively 
 new, kind of 6-7 years. That for the first time is starting to give call 
 centres a different level of maturity. [Now] the basic level of maturity is 
 that companies do that and use the revenue that is generated to offset 
 some  of the cost-to-serve." 
Interestingly, however, some studies suggesting the transformation of contact 
centres from cost centres to profit centres are more than a decade old (e.g., 
Seeger, 2013; Buttle, 2002; Bagnara and Marti, 2001). Buttle (2002) suggested 
that cross-sell/up-sell opportunities could aid contact centres to offset a 
proportion of cost-to-serve by generating revenues and hence contribute in 
leveraging the competitiveness of the organisation as a whole. Similarly, Seeger 
(2013) suggested that cross-selling of products leads to greater revenue along 
with the reduction of cost-to-serve. Therefore, for contact centres to be able to 
provide a primary service alongside generating profit is not an uncommon or 
recent phenomenon as such. 
When this contrast was cross-checked with a senior manager at Telecom X, it 
was found that there are certain services, telecom in this case, wherein 
products play an important role in customer purchase intentions and loyalty than 
the service itself. For example, as Neil states: 
 "…We can be delighting you through call centre every single time. But it 
 still wouldn't have a massive swing on whether you are going to stay with 
 us or not if, for example, the network experience wasn't great. It [service] 
 makes no odds [customer wouldn't be happy whatsoever] however, 
 it [product quality] might make you worse [lower customer satisfaction], 
 and [nothing] will compensate for it [bad product quality]." 
This was also supported by some customer comments extracted from customer 
satisfaction data provided by Telecom X: 
 "The staff have been very helpful it's the coverage that lets Telecom 
 X down" 
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 "Advisor really friendly and professional. Still looking to leave Telecom 
 X but not due to the advisor today" 
However, Neil does agree that for other services such as banking and retail, the 
ability and opportunity to leverage competitiveness through service channels is 
more than that in Telecom X, due to the very nature of the industry. In other 
words, whilst Telecom X is continually investing to improve their network 
infrastructure and product innovation, the overall profitability in the 
telecommunications industry is low compared to other industries, such as in 
banking, finance and the airline industry. This further restrains their ability to be 
able to use the service as a strategic lever for the rest of the organisation: 
 "You can decide that you want good service because you have got a 
 good  margin to be able to support it. What you find however is that 
 when profit  margins start to significantly reduce, you identify which 
 organizations can use services as a strategic lever, versus those using 
 it as a cost to control." (Neil) 
So beyond product support, customer satisfaction and hence loyalty in the 
telecommunications industry, is primarily dependent on the cost and quality of 
the product - the network and mobile phone product in the case of Telecom X. 
The value provision can then be leveraged through the offering of other 
products and auxiliary services. Further, some comments from customers in the 
customer survey data of Telecom X associated loyalty with the cost of renewals 
of the mobile phone contracts. For example: 
 "Great that X offered me a package that made it an easy decision to 
 remain loyal & Thanks and thank you to Carl your customer advisor." 
 "I'm happy that I've been offered a great new deal  in recognition of my 
 customer loyalty. Thank you." 
 "I have been a good customer of yours for many years but cannot get an 
 iPhone 7 contract of £65.99 a month, when I look at what I currently 
 spend with you per month think that there should be a loyalty discount 
 on my contract when I pay full price for the rest of my family."  
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Therefore, although contact centres may be shifting from being cost-overheads 
to the organisation to a source of revenue generation and value through service 
provision, the cost and quality of product and service are of primary importance 
before any of these value adding opportunities for service provider and 
customers are pursued. Not all contact centre services can be considered 
viable for such strategic profiles as there are certain industry and product 
specific factors that play a vital role in such considerations. In addition, a survey 
by Contact Babel (2012) of 216 contact centre in UK - of which 25 were 
Telecommunications company's contact centres - suggests that 38% still view 
contact centres as cost-centres whereas 62% consider it as a strategic asset, 
that is, using contact centres for the purpose of generating profits or fostering 
brand. This study, therefore, suggests that there is a possibility that hybrid 
perceptions of contact centres - partly cost centres and partly profit centres - 
exists.  
4.4 Focus of contact centres' service management and the 'Sweet Spot' 
Numerous studies highlighted in the literature review indicate contact centre 
service designs that are driven by cost, quality, or both (For example, see Bain 
et al., 2002; Robinson and Morley, 2006; Batt and Moynihan, 2002). Similarly, 
studies have also highlighted that it is possible to achieve both a lower cost of 
operation and a higher service quality. For example, Piercy and Rich (2009) 
suggested through their investigation of financial services contact centres, that 
through the adoption of lean practices in contact centres, both cost and quality 
can be achieved. Similarly and recently, Piers William Ellway (2014), through 
his study in the telecommunications sector, suggests that the focus on cost and 
quality can be mutually enforcing than in contradiction as some studies have 
highlighted (e.g., Korcyznski, 2001; Raz and Blank, 2007). 
With regards to this study, firstly, it was found that consultants discussed two 
extreme types of focus - one being a 'low cost' or 'low frill' service whereas 
others are a 'premium' or 'maximum frills' service. This was evident in questions 
put forth by Dave and Charlie when describing their experience of strategic 
considerations of service design: 
 "What is the level of service that you want to deliver? What is your 
 strategic goal here? Are you willing to deliver a premium service? Are 
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 you wanting to deliver something that is low-cost, 'as cheap as possible' 
 type service?" (Dave) 
 "one spectrum is in terms of whether low frills, do the minimum or 
 maximum frills, do the maximum." (Charlie) 
Van der Aa et al. (2015:188) have described elements of attentiveness towards 
the customer, customer satisfaction and feedback, as key dimensions of 
customer contact centre quality. Similarly, Charlie in this study highlighted 
various organisations and compared their respective service strategy with 
attributes of attentiveness towards the customer. For example, he exemplified 
how cost focused service designs and delivery are largely absent of certain 
factors relating to service quality: 
 "In the UK, E and R, or A and L, you answer the question as quickly as 
 possible but you wouldn't do anything like…is there anything else I can 
 help you with? Has that fully answered your question?"  
In contrast, he suggested that certain organisations could focus more on 
assurance and satisfaction of customers: 
 "However, if you are J or RR, it wouldn't just be question and answer and 
 done! It would be more like…have I understood you correctly? Have I 
 answered the question in every way you need?"  
There are therefore certain contact centre service designs that coincide with 
Batt and Moynihan's (2002) mass production service design, whereas others 
follow a professional service design along with the varying levels of 
attentiveness associated with such designs.  
The work of Porter (1980) aided in the further appraisal of the value proposition 
of contact centres. The discussion of contact centres strategic profiles as cost 
centres, value centres or any other strategic profiles is driven by the mutual 
exclusivity logic of competitive strategies conceptualised by Porter (1980). That 
is, in order for organisations to gain superior performance and a competitive 
edge, organisations could follow either a cost-leadership strategy or 
'differentiation', or broadly a 'value' based strategy. The literature on contact 
centre services has consistently reflected such value propositions which were 
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also found in the narratives of the consultants interviewed for the purpose of this 
study. 
Porter (1980) also suggested that the simultaneous pursuit of both cost and 
differentiation, may lead to organisations being 'stuck in the middle' (Wook Yoo, 
et al., 2006). In case of contact centre literature, the majority of studies    have 
highlighted the cost/quality conflict as pandemic in the service operations of 
contact centres. This dilemma or trade-off, however, is the mutual exclusivity 
logic resulting from mass-production thinking that has been dominant over the 
past 30 years. Considering this, it could be interpreted that Telecom X's contact 
centres are like any other contact centres that is, bounded by the competing 
logic of cost-efficient and service quality wherein trade-off is inevitable. 
However, studies have also highlighted that in order for organisations to 
respond to evolving market and consumer expectations, the hybrid strategic 
propositions need to be embraced than perceive as conflicting (cf. Salavou, 
2015; Claver-Cortes et al., 2012; Kim et al. 2004). The UK telecommunications 
market has been highly competitive due to significant growth of mobile 
technology (e.g. smartphones and tablets) coupled with increasing consumer 
demand and expectations (KeyNote, 2015). For example, Of Com (2016: 48) 
stated: 
 "The ability to remain connected wherever we are is an increasingly 
 important part of our daily lives, whether for contacting friends and family 
 or for accessing online information and entertainment services on the 
 move. For some it is about having the fastest connection, so that files 
 can be downloaded or uploaded quickly. For others, it is about having 
 coverage wherever they live or work." 
However, competitiveness stems from low profit margins in the 
telecommunications market against consumer expectations. In other words, on 
one hand, customers expect enhanced connectivity however on the other hand, 
customers are not willing to spend on telecommunication services (Ray, 2011). 
As such, telecommunications services face low growth and slow revenue 
recovery (Key Note, 2015).  
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Similarly, Telecom X is constantly struggling to control the cost-to-serve whilst 
satisfying and retaining customers through service. The simultaneous pursuit of 
cost control and customer service has always been the fundamental struggle of 
the telecommunications industry as a whole and not just of Telecom X. 
As such, the findings of this study with reference to Telecom X have revealed 
that X's contact centres conform to a mass-customised logic, that is, managers 
strive to achieve service quality as well as control cost-to-serve, followed by 
value for organisation and customers. For example, Neil highlights that: 
 "…we need to be able to control the costs, but we need to be able to 
 improve the quality while controlling the costs." 
Similarly, Giovanna highlights in reference to Telecom X's outsourced partners, 
that they continually seek to save costs, however, not at the cost of service 
quality: 
 "…I guess cost for us is very important and clearly, as a part of the 
 selection criteria we are looking at the cost element, it isn't just about the 
 cost, it is about the quality output that's gonna come off the back of it." 
Moreover, as Pat, one of the managers at Telecom X highlighted, there 
shouldn't be a trade-off between cost and quality focus and there's definitely a 
'sweet spot': 
 "…I think you don't have to sacrifice it. You can get the right answer 
 through efficiency and make sure that there are right processes." 
Although managers believe and aspire to pursue the simultaneous attainment of 
cost-to-serve, quality of service and value for organisation and customers 
through service, this attainment is elusive at Telecom X. 
4.5 Summary 
It can be inferred from the above that firstly, the strategic perception, purpose 
and role of contact centres are not monist and hence can vary depending upon 
the aims and objectives of the organisation. Accordingly, there are various 
strategic profiles that can be used to design the contact centre services, not all 
of which may be applicable to every contact centre.  
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Secondly and therefore, whilst studies in the past have firmly suggested that the 
role of contact centres has shifted from providing product support to being a 
strategic differentiator or brand fosterer, this study has found that the reputation 
of contact centres as cost-centres cannot be completely dismissed. Allway and 
Corbett (2002) suggest that organisations are constantly faced with increasing 
customer demands and expectations, competitive pressures and rising 
operational costs. Accordingly, it is important to underscore that the 
fundamentally, contact centres were borne out of the rationale of centralised 
service provision, in order to control the cost of service operation (Mack and 
Bateson, 2002).  
Therefore, in case of telecommunication services examined for the purpose of 
this study, it can be seen that the reputation and strategic value of contact 
centres as a 'cost centre' are not completely extinct. Unlike some studies, 
however, which have suggested the shift of contact centres from being 'cost' 
centres to 'profit' or 'value' centres, this study found that Telecom X's contact 
centres cannot be completely labelled as 'profit' centres either. Rather, as one 
of the managers at X suggested, the strategic positioning of Telecom X's 
contact centre is somewhere in between 'cost centre' and 'profit' or 'value' 
centre'. To draw on the view of Porter (1980) therefore, the value proposition of 
Telecom X is somewhat 'stuck in the middle', that is, in simultaneous pursuit of 
controlling costs and quality as well as desiring to differentiate or add value to 
Telecom X's customers through cross-selling or up-selling opportunities.  
Within the context of service science, service systems are based on a service-
dominant logic and driven by value propositions (e.g. see Huo and Hong, 2013; 
Smith et al., 2012; Spohrer and Maglio, 2008); Spohrer et al.,  2007) which in a 
broad sense, implies the reasons for which a service may exist in the first 
instance. Alternatively, these value propositions may as well be viewed as 
strategic objectives at a service management level, which fundamentally 
defines what service management is meant to achieve. As such, to study 
service systems and management through a service science lens, there has to 
be a fundamental shift from a goods-dominant logic (manufacturing paradigm) 
to a service-dominant logic (service paradigm) (e.g. see Vargo and Lusch, 
2004; Ng et al., 2009). 
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This study found that these objectives should be to firstly, reduce the long term 
cost-to-serve of service provision to the organisation by reducing product and 
service failures. Secondly, service providers should leverage the quality of 
service provision by leveraging product and service improvements and thirdly, 
add value to the organisation by leveraging loyalty of customers and hence 
facilitate the growth of the organisation. This means for customers to fulfil their 
desired outcomes in terms of obtaining products at competitive prices along 
with a personalised service experience in return of their loyalty. Within these 
objectives however, the product remains influential to service management 
objectives. As such a service-dominant logic is not completely devoid of goods 
or products as service outcomes that are dependent on the cost and quality of 
the product.  
In the case of equipment based services such as telecommunications, service 
propositions are therefore, not independent of the product being serviced. 
Accordingly, the focus of contact centres and hence service management 
should be to manage cost, quality and value, rather than a trade-off of any of 
these elements. In addition, the product associated with the service provided by 
contact centres has to be fundamental to the successful attainment of these 
objectives can be summarised in figure 4.1 below. 
 
Figure 4.1 Strategic focus of service management (Source: Author) 
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Further, Gonzalez-Benito and Suarez-Gonzalez (2010) suggested that in order 
to achieve hybrid propositions of low-cost and differentiation and hence superior 
performance, organisations will require suitable resources and the 
organisational configuration favouring the plural nature of these propositions. As 
such, the next chapter discusses the nature of customer service work and 





Chapter 5 : Attributes of customer service management in 
Telecom services' contact centres 
5.1 Introduction 
This chapter presents and discusses the nature of customer service work and 
the management attributes explored for the purpose of this study. In particular, 
this chapter is structured using the dimensions illustrated in Chapter 3 namely, 
the role of technology, nuances of service structure, standardisation, 
complexity, skills, discretion and managerial control entailed in customer service 
work. In addition, however, this chapter also presents additional management 
activities that were highlighted by participants of this study as integral to the 
service management practice in contact centres, which were illustrated in 
Chapter 3. Finally, the alignment of the attributes and activities with pluralistic 
strategic value and focus of contact centre services are explored.    
5.2 Role of technology in customer service work 
In Chapter 2, several technologies were highlighted which were critical to the 
organisation and management of customer service work in contact centres. As 
such, it was established that technology remains fundamental to contact centre 
operations. However, the review also highlighted gaps in knowledge regarding 
the recent development of these technologies and its impact on delivering 
service through contact centres. These developments are discussed below. 
5.2.1 Emergence and strategic appraisal of Cloud infrastructure 
Technology infrastructure relevant to contact centre services has significantly 
evolved in the last two decades. From having a physical hardware based 
network, computing, software and telephony infrastructure, contact centres had 
already started using Internet based voice and telephony infrastructure (see 
Harvey et al., 1991; Rijo et al., 2012). In the last decade, contact centres have 
been utilising cloud infrastructure which is still fundamentally Internet based, 
however without having to accrue costs associated with managing this 
infrastructure. As exemplified by Sandeep, one of the participants working with 





 "The most important aspect [with cloud] is cost. In companies, they don't 
 have much capital investment as they did. A second problem resolved 
 through the cloud was managing the solution. Experts started to manage 
 it because someone else is hosting it which means you don't need your 
 own data centre now. Third thing - get rid of those worries of upgrades 
 and refresh of technology." 
The literature on cloud computing with specific reference to contact centre 
services is limited although highlighted as beneficial to contact centres in terms 
of managing the cost-to-serve dimension (e.g. see Aamir et al., 2016; 
Holtgrewe, 2014). The adoption of cloud infrastructure and the strategic 
implications on management and delivery of service has largely been 
neglected. Rather, there seems to be a utopian view of cloud infrastructure in 
both the academic and industrial literature, without much attention given to 
implications associated with migration to cloud infrastructure or with reference 
to the management of contact centre services. For example, Aamir et al. (2013) 
portrayed an optimistic sketch of cloud computing and the associated cost, 
flexibility and data security benefits. Similarly, some industry reports have 
almost established that cloud is the new vision for contact centres' success 
(e.g., see Minkara, 2013; Contact Babel, 2017).  
Sandeep warned that it will be challenging for organisations to reduce cost-to-
serve and achieve a competitive advantage if they do not "adopt and change 
their business model". However, he also suggests that migrating to cloud 
systems and infrastructure is not straightforward. Cloud solution providers have, 
however, warned about the automatic adoption of cloud computing as cloud 
infrastructure may not be useful to smaller organisations or organisations that 
are complex in operation (e.g., Payne, 2015). A report by Gensys (2012) 
highlighted that adopting cloud infrastructure requires organisation to have a 
collaborative, cross-organisational approach - an attribute which has also been 
highlighted by Seddon (2003) within the context of systems' thinking in contact 
centres. Sandeep concurs with these factors but also highlighted that there are 
certain sectors such as telecommunication services that are yet to adopt cloud 
infrastructure holistically due to the scale and speed of the rapidly changing 
market and technology environment within which these services operate: 
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 "It's not easy for Telecoms to change because these are like big trains on 
 high speed and if they want to change their direction, they will have to 
 slow down. So they are still trying to figure out how to change and we are 
 working with some of the Telecoms and some of them are aware but 
 some  of them are not yet there." 
In the case of Telecom X, difficulties in migration to a new systems and 
infrastructure were clearly highlighted by Neil. He suggested that technology 
wise, Telecoms are a complicated business and as a result of X's merger with 
other telecommunication service organisations recently, the complexities to 
migrate to new technology were fundamentally challenging due to the 
inheritance of legacy systems. Although Neil agrees on the cost savings and the 
ease of migrations offered by the cloud infrastructure in the longer run, 
however, Neil is also wary that it may entail costs and loss of strategic flexibility 
in managing customer segments and future strategic decisions: 
 "…we have all of the consumer customers (B2C) on one CRM, and our 
 corporate B2B on the old legacy CRM. If we want to launch some new 
 business tariffs, we can launch those new business tariffs independently 
 of work going on consumer (B2C) side. The benefit of separate solutions 
 has always been of greater benefit than the cost of saving we would 
 have on a single stack."    
Therefore, this study offers context specific understanding and implication of 
cloud implementation on cost-to-service as well as strategic reasons for 
organisations not to adopt certain technological advancements such as cloud 
computing and avail cost savings through these advancements. Similarly, the 
strategic implications of multi-channelled technology adoption in contact centre 
services are discussed in the following section. 
5.2.2 Appraisal of multi-channelled technology of contact centre services 
Closely related to the emergence of voice over Internet and cloud based 
infrastructure in contact centre services, in the last decade, the number of 
Internet based service channels used by contact centres has significantly 
increased. According to a report by Contact Babel (2012), there are 9 different 
communication channels being used by contact centres currently.  
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These include telephone, self-service (including web and telephony), e-mail, 
fax, web-chat, short messaging service (SMS), social media (e.g., Facebook 
and Twitter), postal communications, and smartphone applications.  
Sandeep highlighted most of these service channels as possible choices for his 
customers who were into designing their contact centres: 
 "Customers will choose chat or voice, depending on the time [of 
 contact]. E-mail is good and you need to have an option but it's less 
 popular. Faxes are old style however some might need it for compliance. 
 Then social media is popular but only among young people." 
In highlighting these channels, Sandeep also prioritised these channels on the 
basis of their popularity. This means that although several channels are 
available, customers may have more preference towards some channels than 
others. Although in case of telecommunication services, this didn't mean that 
service providers have a choice not to deliver services over channels that are 
less preferred by the customers, as according to Sandeep: 
 "You don't want to end up going with technology that doesn't offer you all 
 these possibilities because especially with a Telecom [service provider] 
 whose customers are diversified… It's extremely important for the 
 companies to look for technology through which services can be 
 offered to any device or any channel at any time."   
However, this study found that Telecom X used only four channels of service 
delivery namely, phone, e-mail, chat and social media, as can be seen in Table 
5.1 below. 
This table illustrates that phone remains the most dominant service delivery 
channel in case of Telecom X, although there were other channels such as chat 
and social media that were also used. In addition, e-mail was also one of the 
service delivery channels, however, exclusive to B2B customers only. The 
emphasis was also placed on self-service through web based portals and 
Interactive Voice Response (IVR) technology. Customers have the option to 
access services through any channels they prefer. For example, customers can 
manage and renew their accounts, perform basic troubleshooting of products 
and services, and buy new products and services through self-service channels 
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such as online portals and smartphone applications. Alternatively, they can 
contact the customer service to perform all of the above and/or if they require 





Service Activity Channels 
1 Inhouse Inbound 
Sales, 
Customer Service Phone 
2 Inhouse Inbound 
Sales,  
Customer Service Phone 
3 Inhouse Inbound 
Sales,  
Complaints Phone 













6 Inhouse Inbound 
Sales,  
Customer Service Phone 
7 Inhouse Inbound 
Sales,  
Customer Service Chat 




9 Outsourced Inbound Sales Phone 
10 Outsourced Inbound Customer Service Phone 
11 Offshore-outsourced Inbound 
Sales,  
Customer Service Phone 
12 Offshore-outsourced Inbound 
PAYG,  
Customer Service Phone 
13 Offshore-outsourced Inbound 
PAYG,  
Customer Service Phone 
14 Offshore-outsourced Inbound 
PAYG,  
Customer Service Phone 
15 Offshore-outsourced Inbound Customer Service Phone 
16 Offshore-outsourced Outbound Collections Phone 
Table 5.1 Service delivery channels used by Telecom X (Source: Interview 
with Neil) 
This finding was somewhat consistent with the industrial trend reported by 
Contact Babel (2017) in the sense that the telephone channel accounted for 
65% of all inbound interactions and hence, the most dominant channel in 
comparison to other service delivery channels.  This was also highlighted by 
van der Veen and van Ossenbruggen (2015), Rijo et al. (2012), and Howard 
and Worboys (2003) that telephone is still the most dominant service delivery 
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channel. Thus, although there is an emergence of various channels of service 
delivery in the last two decades, these channels are not fully adopted in reality. 
In addition, unlike Sandeep's 'any how' and 'any time' perception of contact 
centres, not all services and/or service channels of Telecom X are accessible 
seamlessly. In other words, whereas some services are available via a self-
service web portal and over the telephone, other services are only available for 
a restricted period of time and through service channels. This also contradicts 
the 24/7 accessibility of contact centre services evident in the literature (e.g., 
Alcock and Millard, 2007; Wallace, 2009; Ferguson, 2007).  
So, have call centres really become contact centres? When this question was 
raised to Neil at Telecom X, he highlighted that fundamentally, call centres 
always had multiple channels of service delivery such as faxes, e-mail, post, 
and telephone, however, the use of the term 'contact centre' has only been 
popularised by marketeers and technological solution companies. Although Neil 
appreciates this shift as evolutionary in the industry, he suggested that the term 
'contact' centres are more of a marketing 'buzz' and contact centres are 
synonymous with 'call' centres.  
 "When call centres started, they did e-mails and letters and web chat... 
 [However], if you go back 20 years and had an office, you didn't call it 
 anything different because it had faxes, letters and telephone calls - that 
 was also a contact centre. It's a play on words…" 
In some ways, therefore, the logic of the shift from the call centre to contact 
centre - purely on the basis of the number of service delivery channels - is 
challenged.  
On the contrary, with the adoption of emerging technology adoption, concerns 
were raised about the utilisation and effectiveness of certain channels for 
certain types of services.  For example, it was widely agreed that the 
emergence of the self-assisted channel such as self-serve and less labour 
intensive channels such as chat and social media has enabled Telecom X to 
manage simplistic transactions efficiently from a cost-to-serve perspective. As 
exemplified by Peter, one of the service design managers: 
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 "The best process is self-service from a company perspective anyway 
 [as] customers can just fix the problems for themselves, or find the 
 answers for themselves, without having to cost us money." 
 "I think we are also looking at 'click to chat' strategy and things like that 
 and social media too. What we can answer in those channels easily. A 
 lot of that is transactional stuff…" 
However, restrictions imposed by certain web based channels in providing 
certain types of services were also highlighted. For instance, technical support 
may not be always provided through Twitter due to the restriction of chat strings 
at a time: 
 "in order to put a customer through a huge long diagnostic, doing it over 
 140 characters per exchange on twitter isn't suitable." (Peter) 
Rather, this means that because a lot of simple transactions could be managed 
via self-serve, chat or social media, it can be implied that complex transactions 
are now being channelled through the phone thereby increasing the importance 
of the telephone service channel and complexity of service provided over 
telephone channels to a certain extent. For example, Neil suggests that: 
 "Because self-care is dealing with transactional type requirements, the 
 expectations are growing, because the [customers] feel that simple stuff 
 can be done by them so they're only coming to you with more 
 complex stuff." 
This was also highlighted by Hughes (2006), although in the context of financial 
services, that for complex products, certain channels may not be suitable due to 
the complex nature of the queries. Similarly, Coelho et al. (2003) suggested that 
complexity of certain products and service provision may force organisations to 
adopt high contact channels, despite the cost-to-serve benefits associated with 
less labour intensive channels. 
The question however, is whether multi-channel service delivery is enhancing 





Ultimately, the onus regarding the choice of channels is on the customer, to 
determine the nature and purpose of the communication (Howard and Worboys, 
2003). Depending on the customer's preference, he/she may choose to select a 
particular channel over another and hence value for the customer could be 
perceived in the choice of additional channels. However, the expectation of the 
customer regarding the quality of service is no different, that is, to have a 
consistent service experience. This has been considered as one of the major 
challenges of multi-channel environments by several studies (e.g., Awasthi et 
al., 2014; Gabisch and Gwebu, 2011; Stone et al., 2002). Neil also raised this 
as a general concern towards multi-channel strategy: 
 "If you are not careful, you could have launched into something more 
 costly [multi-channel strategy] and [if] the level of service you give is 
 worse, by following customer choice, you have ended up providing a bad 
 level of service." 
Therefore, as Dave, one of the independent consultants highlighted, that in 
deciding channel strategy an organisation must consider: 
 "How are they [customers] going to contact you? Is it going to be phone, 
 e-mail, web, or mobile application? What channels are they going to 
 come in on?" 
Sandeep suggested in the context of customer preferences: 
 "If you end up designing a contact centre where your end customer is of 
 a certain age, may be they hate calling, maybe they like SMS, chat, 
 apps,  [they] may not know how to use an iPad then you have chosen a 
 wrong technology." 
Therefore there has to be an appropriate identification of contact centre 
channels specific to customer needs and preferences. One of the key 
considerations towards deciding channels is to do with customer demographics 
and profiling: 
 "…technology for the end customer should always [be based] looking at 
 your customer profile and that requires looking at age, location, hobbies. 
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 Once you can profile them then you can profile your own technology 
 requirements." (Sandeep) 
This finding therefore, supports earlier studies who have identified socio-
demographic characteristics (e.g. age, education, income, technology 
proficiency) as key attributes in channel design strategy (Venkatesan et al., 
2007; Inman et al., 2004). 
 In addition, Neil highlighted the cost impact of these channels and the 
effectiveness of these channels against core channels such as, for example, 
phone: 
 "..Is it going to be more or less costly channels of service?...if you are 
 going to provide service through another channel, is that going to be as 
 effective as your core channels, less effective, or no change?" 
Therefore, cost-to-serve is another factor considered for selecting channels of 
service delivery (Gulati and Soni, 2015; Hobe and Alas, 2015).  
Accordingly, the dimensions of service channel selection are illustrated in figure 
5.1. Firstly, customer preference entails an understanding of which channel the 
customer prefers to use to contact the service organisation. In analysing this, 
the service organisation will have to consider a variety of socio-demographic 
factors (e.g. age, education, income, technology proficiency) (Inman et al., 2004 
in Venkatesan et al., 2007) to ascertain whether the channel under 
consideration is suitable for the customer segment that the organisation is 
serving. 
 
Figure 5.1 Service channel selection (Source: Author) 
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Secondly, certain services may be complex to deliver via certain channels and 
the technical restrictions imposed by those channels. Hence, service complexity 
has to be taken into account when deciding on the channel for that service. 
Dalla Pozza (2014) suggested in her study that customers favoured the use of 
Twitter and Facebook for technical support due to quicker response time on 
such channels and due to dissatisfaction with service delivered through other 
channels in the past. However, her study's participants also highlighted that 
they would want a telephone channel as well in the case of complex issues. 
This means that the availability of other channels does not necessarily 
undermine attributes of the efficiency of the telephone as a service channel.  
Thirdly service delivery choices are not solely driven by customer preferences. 
As suggested by the participants of this study, channel selection strategy is also 
driven by cost-to-serve incurred in delivering service through certain channels. 
In this case, cost-to-serve may be dependent on the cost of the technology itself 
and whether the channel is not managed by service personnel (e.g. self-service 
portals, smartphone application) or assisted by service personnel (e.g. 
telephone, e-mail, web-chat, social media). The question then is whether non-
assisted channels are effective in providing consistent satisfaction and 
experience to customers as assisted channels. 
Finally, the effectiveness of service channel entails an understanding of whether 
the service delivery channel under consideration can deliver the service, with 
consistent satisfaction and experience as alternative channels without impacting 
the cost-to-serve. Customer expectations are independent of the ability of 
service providers to deliver services on certain channels as effectively as other 
channels. However, failure to deliver customer satisfaction and a consistent 
experience, may increase the overall cost-to-serve than offset cost-to-serve, as 
well as deter satisfaction and loyalty, if customers have to re-route themselves 
to alternative channels for service delivery. Thus, central to these 
considerations have to be the effectiveness or service experience delivered 





This study has therefore, established that there has been a shift in contact 
centres, from being single channelled to multi-channelled; Secondly, however, 
the emergence of new channels has not undermined the importance of service 
provision via the telephone; Thirdly, the emergence of new channels could 
impose complexity on existing channels however, may offset overall cost-to-
serve of service delivery to a certain extent and; Fourthly, the strategic choice of 
channels and service design is primarily driven by customer preference and 
expectations towards the service, followed by factors such as service 
complexity and its impact on service experience, and cost-to-serve associated 
with these channels. Service providers, therefore, need to manage these 
channels accordingly.        
5.3 Nuances of service structure and division of labour  
The service structure of Telecom X was found to be split into five different 
functions namely, sales, customer services, technical support, upgrades and 
retentions, and collections. This indicates functional specialisation and division 
of labour such as highlighted by other studies (e.g., Ellway and Walshman, 
2015; Noronha and D'Cruz, 2006; Miozzo and Ramirez, 2003; Taylor and Bain, 
1999).  
This division though was not completely clear. Further exploration showed 
service personnel performing multiple activities, ranging from sales, customer 
account administration and level 1 technical support. Neil exemplified this range 
of activities: 
 "..customer services [is]…account management and support…that could 
 be anything from understanding the bills, payments, usage, tariff queries, 
 updating payment details, and all of that kind of stuff within customer 
 services…general customer services [comprises of] billing related, tech 
 support, and sales activities." 
In addition, although technical support is considered as a separate functional 
area, it spans across level 1 customer services function, level 2 technical 
support, and external support groups based in product-specific and 
infrastructure specific organisations outside Telecom X. As highlighted by Peter, 
one of the service design managers at X: 
114 
 
 "If they [service personnel] can't fix [issues] at level 1…then the call is 
 transferred to our level 2 area… Outside of that, we have other resolution 
 teams…and/or third party vendors who own those services." 
Jaaron and Backhouse (2011a), Curry and Lyon (2008), and Weinkopf (2006) 
highlighted that contact centres were usually seen as a detached service 
operation from the rest of the business thereby, creating functional division or 
silos between contact centres and the business. In case of Telecom X however, 
contact centres are integrated with the rest of the business both strategically 
and operationally, as Neil highlighted: 
 "In our level, my boss and chief of customer service sits on the board… if 
 we are going to launch something or not launch something, CEO will look 
 to her and ask her whether she [her team] is ready or not ready and she 
 has the power to make those decisions." 
At an operational level, attributes of a systems' thinking management paradigm 
(Seddon, 2003; Seddon and Brand, 2008) are reflected in Neil's narrative. He 
suggested that contact centres are horizontally and vertically integrated with the 
rest of the business to leverage communication between business processes as 
opposed to 'silo' view of contact centres.  
Although a few studies have suggested such integration (e.g., Sharabi and 
Davidow, 2010; Fenwick et al., 2009; Varney, 2006) to inculcate an 
organisation-wide service culture and service improvement initiatives (Seddon, 
2003), there is little evidence to suggest how such wide spanning integration 
and communication is achieved in reality. In this study, cross-functional 
integration was achieved through performance based pay and a reward system, 
however, across all the departments of the business than just specifically in 
contact centres: 
 "The success of CS [Customer Service] now is written in the bonus of 
 every  single employee  within the organization, not just frontline 
 employees.  So basically, if you  work in marketing or finance or 
 wherever, part of  your bonus is linked directly to how successfully we 
 are on the frontline." (Neil) 
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This allowed efficient communication and hence, channelling of issues to 
relevant departments so that service failures could be reduced. As Neil 
suggests: 
 "What we found is by operating in a transparent way to the rest of the 
 organization we were able to say whose problem it is within the 
 organization. That made the interaction of the contact centres and the 
 rest of the organization much healthier because suddenly nobody felt 
 like the problems were somebody else's." 
This was further supported by Pat, one of the service design managers: 
 "…managers in CS, Marketing, Networks, Finance, Fraud…there are lots 
 and lots of different elements of the service and these days, we are a lot 
 better at working together as an organization [whereas] I think 
 historically one of the challenges we had is being such a large 
 organization was working together across the business." 
Therefore, there seems to be a blend of both specialised division of labour as 
well as horizontal integration within and between departments of Telecom X. In 
other words, the service design of Telecom X was found to have attributes of 
both scientific management and systems' thinking (as defined by Jaaron and 
Backhouse, 2013; 2014). 
Having a specialised division of labour and a flat organic service structure in 
Telecom X suggests that there is not one single approach towards the 
organisation and management of service structure. For example, from Neil's 
narrative, it could be inferred that specialised service structure may not always 
lead to efficiency gains due to uncertain nature of the demand flow in contact 
centres:  
 "If [that call is] one in 15 of everything you do, you wouldn't be as 
 experienced to deal with that. [In such cases] we want to specialize it to a 
 team of people who do this type of activity more frequently and 
 therefore, they will execute better. But the trade-off is that you have 
 lost your economies of scale." 
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Therefore, in some cases, a flatter structure is more favourable which was also 
supported by Bose and Chatterjee (2015) who suggested that having multi-
skilled teams as opposed to specialised functional divisions could help in 
absorbing demand uncertainty and hence, leverage efficiency. In case of 
Telecom X however, the overall service structure is still functionally divided 
suggesting that the division of activities is neither completely rigid nor 
completely flat.  
Such a nuanced service structure raises further implications surrounding the 
characterisation of customer service work in terms of standardisation, 
complexity, skills, discretion and control entailed in customer service work, 
which is discussed in the following section. 
5.4 Characterisation of customer service work 
The purpose of this section is to outline the practice and issues associated with 
standardisation of customer service work, understanding the associated 
complexities and the nature of discretion and managerial control over customer 
service work in contact centres. 
5.4.1 Standardisation of customer service work 
Standardisation was highlighted by consultants as a process of understanding 
and documenting service processes and steps to be performed within those 
service processes that form a part of the transaction with a customer during a 
service encounter. For example, Vicky noted: 
 "It's a process where in we go and sit with the client, usually [called] 
 knowledge acquisition or knowledge transfer process…to understand 
 their business…We document all the processes and come up with SOP 
 [Standard Operating Procedures] for each and every process." 
In the case of Telecom X similarly, standardisation was exemplified as a 
practice of documenting service process steps or SOPs physically as well as 
electronically on a web-based portal called KM2. Pat said: 
 "We always look at the process and look at it as for example, [how do 
 you] set up a direct debit… it was pretty much like let's get all together, 
 print the template and bring all of it together to one place." 
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In this sense, standardisation of customer service work could be seen as the 
codification of technical and process specific knowledge including the steps 
required to deliver this service using KM2.  
These documented steps have commonly been referred to as scripts including 
verbatim to have standardised conversations with customers (e.g., Taylor and 
Bain, 1999; Bain et al., 2002; Townsend, 2007; Lloyd and Payne, 2009; Bodine, 
2011; Miller, 2014). Various purposes of verbatim were discussed in-depth with 
Neil. Firstly, verbatim could be used to either have a complete control over the 
conversation so that variations by service personnel could be managed. 
Secondly, verbatim have to be enforced and used in the case of certain 
transactions and service encounters in order to convey contractual conditions 
that customer needs to know before subscribing to the service. Thirdly, verbatim 
could be used to enhance consistency of customer service experience: 
 "Some people chose to use it [scripts] because they believe that 
 completely controls the conversation. Secondly, you do need to use it 
 in certain cases for  regulatory purposes. For example, when we sell a 
 product, we have 3-7 minutes of the script that we actually have to go 
 through because of regulation, depending on the product you are 
 selling. Thirdly, it could be for best practice." (Neil) 
Managers at Telecom X highlighted that service personnel use verbatim, 
however, only for regulatory and contractual purposes. Besides these usages, 
managers at Telecom X believe that scripting divorces service personnel from 
their persona. In fact, Neil differentiated between process scripts and verbatim: 
 "What we are scripting is the process that we want people to follow. What 
 we are not scripting is the words in which they execute that process. 
 You don't want your agents to be robotic. But what you do want is a 
 consistent execution and performance..." 
Similarly, Pat suggested how scripted service processes are different from 
verbatim. He noted: 
 "We have steered well away from 'scripting' because it isn't a script. We 
 don't want to take interaction away from the agent. We still want them to 
 build rapport…[through their] personality if they work in the sales 
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 environment…there are some questions that the agent could specifically 
 use if they want to (my emphasis) but we have tried not to do it in a way 
 that doesn't take their personality away from the call." 
From a best practice point of view, Neil highlighted that some of their 
outsourced partners may enforce scripts usage if that enhances the 
performance of service personnel: 
 "If that allows them to achieve better levels of performance, and we are 
 not seeing any unintentional consequences, then that is perfectly 
 acceptable to use." 
As such, however, he argued that enforcing conversation scripts could have a 
detrimental impact on both service personnel and customer experience of the 
service being delivered: 
 "…most of the time, [scripts are] not generally helpful. It's very difficult to 
 do it. If you are going to do intensive scripting, it's very difficult to do that 
 without having an impact." 
Differences in standardisation of customer service work were evident between 
level 1 and level 2 technical support. At level 2 support, for example, 
standardisation of service processes and knowledge was not as enforced as at 
level 1, according to Peter's description of the nature of customer service work 
handled at that level: 
 "if you put step by step process [to] somebody who is technically 
 minded within the first 30 seconds of speaking to a customer, say, 
 [service personnel] may know what the problem and symptoms [are]. 
 They will know that it's one of those two things which might not take 
 very long to resolve that for the customer. But if [service personnel] have 
 to go through [the diagnostics] step by step on every single call, then 
 it's going to be frustrating for the agents [service personnel]." 
Ultimately, such variance in standardisation once again highlights the 
mechanistic as well as a flexible approach to customer service management 
within contact centres. 
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5.4.2 Complexity of customer service work 
This study found various facets of complexity in customer service work 
performed in Telecom X's contact centres. In particular, complexity varied on 
the basis of the product being serviced, variability and analysability of the tasks 
performed, technology being used to perform the tasks and the skills entailed in 
providing the service. These attributes are discussed below. 
Product complexity 
Advancements in mobile technology in the last two decades have led to 
increasing diversity of the products such as smartphones and tablets that are 
being offered and serviced in the telecom sector. In a recent report, smartphone 
ownership in the UK has risen significantly, from 26% if households in 2010, to 
61% in 2014 (KeyNote, 2015). General use of mobile phones in the UK has also 
risen, from 93% in 2011 to 95% in 2014 (KeyNote, 2015). In addition, 
Golovatchev and Budde (2013) highlighted that the diversity in offerings is 
fuelled by Telecommunication service providers (e.g. BT, Virgin Media), Hi-tech 
content delivery suppliers (e.g. Google, Apple), as well as manufacturers of 
end-user devices (e.g. Nokia, Apple, Samsung, etc). This was also highlighted 
by Neil in his narrative: 
 "…if you think back [about] mobile phones five years ago, [although] 
 there  were various makes and models, they were very similar. [As 
 such], It [the  environment for service] was of quite transactional nature 
 and the propositions [product] that were available were quite 
 straightforward. What we are using the devices  now, is [like] PCs…" 
Now, customers use smartphones not just for making calls or sending texts but 
also for various web related purposes. Accordingly, the types of queries service 
personnel face from customers are significantly different than what they used to 
be. Neil highlighted such difference: 
 "It's less about what my balance, can I top up, can I pay my bill [and] 
 much  more about how do I[,] I am using this, this has stopped working, 
 this is  starting to work, I can't access it, My speed isn't quick enough, I 
 am getting buffering… " 
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In addition, the subscription plans are more complex, with the inclusion of 
mobile Internet data plans, as exemplified by Neil: 
 "the product plans and tariffs that customer are using are really varied 
 because suddenly it's no longer [just] about minutes and texts. It's about 
 data usage." 
Therefore, there are interdependencies between the product, subscription plans 
and the associated diversity between the queries emerging from customers. 
Furthermore, these issues warrant specific technical skills from service 
personnel to manage interactions with customers. Although, a lot of product 
based information and knowledge required to troubleshoot product specific 
issues have been codified in KM2, the knowledge base of Telecom X, Neil 
argued for the need for skilled resources: 
 "…types of functions that customers are going to use are going to get 
 more  and more complicated. We believe that you need skilled resources 
 to be  able to deal with that." 
Accordingly, the level of skills that are required by the service personnel to 
support such products are high skilled rather than low-skilled or semi-skilled (cf. 
Lloyd and Payne, 2009; Russell and Thite, 2008; Ellis and Taylor, 2006; Taylor 
and Bain, 1999). This is because various elements relating to the product come 
into play during the service provision. Although KM2 aids service personnel 
about the product knowledge, it is the skill of the service personnel that matches 
the product to customer's needs (Smith and Teicher, 2017). In addition, service 
personnel have to understand the product first so that they can then, for 
example, gauge the customer's knowledge about the product and where 
necessary, simplify the jargon for the customers (Shah and Bandi, 2003). In 
other words, service personnel should be able to articulate customers' issues 
and deliver solutions. According to Neil, this can be only achieved when service 
personnel belong to the same product environment as customers - that is, both 
service personnel and customers are using the same or similar products and 
the associated functionalities. In this context, therefore, being skilled means to 
be able to manage the product and service delivery according to customer's 




Chapter 2 established that work complexity in customer service work can be 
defined through three elements, namely, task variability (variety or uncertainty), 
task analysability, and technical complexity (Sharda and Chatterjee, 2011); 
Niranjan et al. (2007). In addition to these elements, this study found that 
complexity was also evident in terms of the number of information systems and 
CRMs used by service personnel at Telecom X. These elements are discussed 
in detail below.  
With regards to task variability, customer service work performed by Telecom X 
entailed transactions of varying complexity within level 1 itself. Whilst all the 
transactions were not listed by any participants during the study, the 
approximate number of contact types and processes related to those 
transactions were elicited by Pat: 
 "There are probably 190 different reasons as to why our customers call 
 us [ranging from] very high level from CS [Customer Service] and billing 
 perspective  and about 200 processes or reasons customer calling us 
 from device or network related piece." 
Certain examples of these call types were highlighted by Pat: 
 "…why our customers call - Setting up a direct debit, add roaming, talk 
 about the device and what's not working, discuss the bill… change 
 address or details - anything as high level as gender change or marriage 
 certificates for changing their surname all the way through the complex 
 disputes around billing queries, escalation processes… something as 
 simple as account balance or direct debit to complex like network 
 issues." 
Neil suggested that there are approximately 250,000 transactions, built of 
various contact types mentioned above, that are handled by Telecom X's 
contact centres, as a whole.  
Whereas some transactions could be highly repetitive and routinised, other 




Although such a high degree of task variety has been appreciated by some 
authors (Shah and Bandi, 2003; Batt and Moynihan, 2002) in reference to 
contact centre work design, studies have generally portrayed contact centre 
work as that of low task variety and hence low skilled (e.g., Deery et al., 2013; 
Mustosmaki et al., 2013; Wegge et al., 2006; Taylor et al., 2003).  
This study found that multi-tasking and multi-skilling have induced task variety 
in contact centre work both in terms of the type of queries faced by the service 
personnel as well as a customer induced variability which was also highlighted 
by Piers William Ellway (2016) in his study: 
 "They [contact centres] have the variation in human dealing with it, and 
 human with the question (customer)..in call centres, you got variation 
 with variation. You've got customers which inherently hold variation with 
 different behaviours and you got an agent, who are humans, and 
 therefore, there will be variations there, so twice the variation in the 
 system." (Neil) 
The second dimension, task analysability refers to the degree to which search 
activity is needed while performing the task (Niranjan et al., 2007), and has 
rarely been discussed with specific reference to contact centres. 
This study found that in Telecom X, task analysability of transactions is higher 
for certain transactions than others. For example, one of the complex issues 
customers have with telecommunication services is network and signal issues, 
which are very difficult to manage and resolve. This is because such issues are 
borne out of various external factors relating to customer's device, location, 
network infrastructure and technology, as exemplified by Neil:  
 "We need to be able to know whether [it's] your device [or] the route that 
 you are taking [travelling route]. Probably, when you are going through a 
 particular way, you are going through some coverage areas that aren't as 
 great…" 
At level 2 technical support similarly, service personnel have to explore certain 




 "[Level 2] look at the complex set of data and call records information to 
 churn out [and] for understanding and identifying [the] problem. It's  really 
 around the amount of data and also the rawness of data that they[level 2] 
 have to interpret… its complex because it's not obvious what it means." 
The third dimension, technical complexity, is described by Woodard (1958) as 
the extent to which the process could be programmed to be more predictable 
and controllable. Technical complexity is often seen in conjunction with task 
analysability and task variability (Niranjan et al., 2007). Certain tasks such as 
managing customer accounts, activating services, and collecting payments are 
straightforward with more predictable outputs and hence, entail low task 
variability, low task analysability, and high technical complexity. As Neil 
highlighted: 
 "The transactional based volume is now generally self-served. There's 
 still more to do but generally self-served, either via IVRs or the apps or 
 the web, for example…pay bills, getting their balance…" 
This means that such tasks are easily programmable or could be automated 
and performed via self-service channels. As a result of this, the technical 
complexity is higher for such tasks. Such tasks could also be easily codified 
using KM2 and hence, predictability, control and consistency in execution of 
tasks could be achieved if performed over the phone. As Peter suggested: 
 "KM2 [is] all about standardization…it takes out any inconsistencies… [it] 
 gives agents instructions to follow step by step so that every single 
 customer gets same experience each time with the right outcome." 
In the case of complex queries relating to technical support of products, 
however, the predictability and output of the process may not be always 
achievable. The root-cause of the issue may or may not be different in each 
scenario. In such cases, therefore, the technical complexity may not always be 
high. As Neil exemplifies: 
 "In our world, the potential solution might be predictable and process 
 controlled...But even though the response should be controlled, you still 
 haven't got completely predictable process on the other element, which is 
 the customer. So you [are] not getting the same event coming on time 
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 and time again. Everything is different and therefore, where I think call 
 centres have the problem is in order to find the right solution to right 
 problem…" 
Although predictability could be achieved and hence technical complexity could 
be managed for some tasks, for other tasks, achieving these elements may be 
difficult. Practices such as scripting (Lloyd and Payne, 2009; Bodine, 2011; 
Miller, 2014), automation of processes and customer interaction technologies 
(Budhwar et al., 2009; van den Broek, 2003; Mullholand, 2002), use of CRM 
systems (Abdullateef et al., 2011) and knowledge management systems 
(Langley et al., 2006; Koh et al., 2005) have generally been found to leverage 
technical complexity leading to de-skilling of contact centre work. 
In the case of Telecom X however, the knowledge base is not just an 
information dispenser for service personnel or a de-skilling machine for 
managers. Rather, the knowledge base was found to be sophisticated and built 
on a philosophy of interactive guided help to resolve customer's issues. It also 
enables links to related issues to the one that customer has contacted about in 
order to reduce customers having the need to contact again. The hope is that 
there is a reduction in failure demand and leverage of the quality of service and 
ultimately a reduction in the cost-to-serve for Telecom X. 
Guided help can also be used to suggest various products or services that may 
be useful to the customer given their tenure with the subscription and anything 
that may be related to their query. This helps service personnel to address 
value and profit by providing other information about the products. As Pat 
explained, 
 "…So rather than say, let's set the direct debit up, we will also talk them 
 through how would they self-serve, and any additional products and 
 services based on their account history… for example, if they have just 
 joined us, we might offer them to help through their first bill or using the 
 phone abroad. Just go through the new joiner process so we can link 
 processes using the guided help." 
This study then adds the fourth dimension of complexity namely, technological 
complexity entailed in customer service work.  
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Complexity could also be imposed by the number of information systems being 
used by service personnel to resolve a problem (information systems 
complexity) (e,g., see Rijo et al., 2012; Benner and Mane, 2011) and the 
context of the complexity it imposes on the overall service delivery. As Dave, 
one of the consultants highlighted: 
 "In many of the environments, agents have to toggle between a minimum 
 of 3 or 4 different systems….anything from web browsers looking up for 
 information, two to three customer databases, knowledge 
 management system, etc. The agent is sat with multiple screens having 
 to continuously flick between them to gather information." 
At any time, service personnel use at least 5-6 systems to fulfil the transactions: 
 "…if you are working as an agent working in this organization, you have 
 EXC (customer database 1) and MER (customer database 2), COM 
 (product specific databases), and KM2...you have got things like your e-
 mail, your internal Internet pages, and there are a probably few other bits 
 and pieces out there that they may be using but not as much." (Pat) 
At level 2 technical support additional diagnostic tools and technologies are 
used, due to the complex nature of the work performed at that level, and the 
degree of task analysability imposed by certain issues, as suggested by Peter: 
 "If I were to present to you a view of the tools that they use…It's all 
 around the amount of data that they got to look at and also, its complex 
 because it's not obvious what it means." 
Similarly, Sam, one of the senior design managers highlighted: 
 "Complexity is an interesting one…It depends on systems they use… 
 based on the knowledge they need and how often they do." 
Telecom X is a large scale telecommunications organisation borne out of a 
merger between two organisations and hence the information systems used by 
parent organisations were inherited by Telecom X. As a result, service 
personnel use different systems inherited from parent organisations, such as 
EXC and MER, to find out information of and for the customer, and to identify 
relevant processes and procedures for each query. In addition, service 
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personnel are currently using KM2, the knowledge base of Telecom X to handle 
the transactions.  
Through the above findings, firstly, it is established that the number of 
information systems that service personnel use in Telecom X are significant and 
this adds to the overall complexity of the service delivery and management (see 
also Rijo et al., 2012). Secondly, the overall scale of Telecom X that has been 
built through the merger and the diversity and complexity that results out of the 
disintegrated approach to managing the technology, adds further challenges to 
the service personnel's ability to manage transactions in real time. The 
integration of existing systems and the introduction of adaptive user interfaces 
such as KM2 could aid in managing the complexity imposed by information 
systems, (see also Jason and Calitz, 2009 and Rijo et al., 2012). This could 
also help Telecom X in achieving the overall consistency in execution of tasks in 
the contact centre.  
However, the level of skills entailed in performing customer service work is not 
purely confined to technical know-how, process specific knowledge and the 
ability to manage multiple information systems and information dispensed by 
those systems - customer service work involves more than that. 
5.4.3 Skills complexity 
This section discusses customer service skills that have been informed by the 
participants of this study. 
According to Angad, one of the consultants, complexity could be borne out of a 
niche skill required to perform a particular task and hence could be related to 
technical 'know-how' aspect of skill: 
 "Fewer people know how to do it. That could be because it's a legacy 
 system [legacy technology used in the process] and hence, only  few 
 pople know how to work on [operate] it." 
However, Neil from Telecom X argued with specific reference to the challenge 
that telecommunications services is faced with - a challenge of managing 
customer expectations from service which are coupled with a demand for 
competitive prices of the products: 
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 "the real challenge in the service industry because customer 
 expectations  are growing all the time, and becoming divorced from 
 value… with  consumer products, like these[ours], generally the prices 
 are going down, but that doesn't necessarily mean their expectations 
 are any less than they were before." 
As such, participants of this study highlighted several attributes of customer 
service work in contact centres that exemplified the expectations.  In particular, 
they highlighted that customer service work not only entails managing account 
administration, troubleshooting products and operating and managing 
information systems but more importantly, communicating with customers and 
articulating their needs. For example, one of the independent consultants 
suggested: 
 "…apart from dealing with the transaction, they also got to talk to the 
 customer…Talk to the customer, listen to the customer, identify what the 
 customer is telling them, and engage with them." (Dave) 
Further, a responsibility of service personnel is to also deliver 'customer 
experience' or added value: 
 "On top of that, what everybody is demanding is an exceptional 
 experience. We want them to sell something as well. We want them to 
 represent the brand. The amount of expectations is huge." (Dave) 
Peter highlighted as the expectations to support and deliver customer 
experience have to be fulfilled within the boundaries relating to internal 
efficiency: 
 "…they got to do all of those things and within the right AHT [Average 
 Handling Time] and they got to be able to get the right customer 
 experience because that's still talking to the customer at this point and 
 still ask them questions." 
Such communication skills were given further importance by managers of 
Telecom X in the context of offshored services, wherein cultural and language 
elements are linked with the emotional labour and articulation skills. For 
example, as Neil noted: 
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 "It was really difficult for people[agents based abroad] to empathize in 
 something that was very foreign, in terms of understanding where the 
 problem was…[and] the minute we don't resolve [issues] offshore, the 
 language and culture elements are what customers automatically 
 assume [as] the problem…" 
This was also exemplified by Sam: 
 "…the other one is sensitivity. So for example, deceased customer 
 process is relatively straightforward in what we do. However, is it best 
 to offshore? Possibly not. That's not because its outsourcing but probably 
 we need better agent and better level of empathy and rapport [and not 
 just a good process]." 
Thus, the job of service personnel is not just confined to 'hard technical abilities' 
and 'know-how' (Lloyd and Payne, 2009) of the organisational processes. 
Rather, it also entails interaction with the customer which is formed of cultural, 
linguistic and communicative abilities (Benner and Mane, 2011) and work 
articulation skills (Hampson and Junor, 2005). 
The challenge with most of the accounts however has been that these 'hidden 
skills' (Lloyd and Payne, 2009) are often ignored or taken for granted thereby 
undermining what skills are required in customer service work (e.g. see 
Callaghan and Thompson, 2002; Korczynski, 2005). It is assumed that beyond 
operating information systems (such as KM2 in this case), churning information 
out and performing routinised tasks as dictated by the information system, there 
is nothing substantial in customer service work (Callaghan and Thompson, 
2001). However, this was more than a decade ago when products and 
customer service work were simplistic and emerging. It has already been 
suggested that customers expect personalised service experience than just 
product support centres and as such, service personnel have to manage these 
expectations. However, only a few studies have appraised the emotional and 
articulation skills in customer service work (e.g., Bolton and Houlihan, 2007; 
Hampson and Junor, 2005; Bolton, 2005).  
This study argues that the skills required to perform customer service work in 
Telecom X may not be easily deemed as 'low' skilled, 'high' skilled or 'semi' 
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skilled (see Lloyd and Payne, 2009; Russell and Thite, 2008) on the basis of 
technical abilities and process specific 'know-how'. One has to consider 
'emotional labour' and 'articulation skills' too, when appraising skills relating to 
customer service work. In addition, the performance of emotional labour and 
deployment of articulation skills also entails consideration and appraisal of 
discretion over their work (Lloyd and Payne (2009) and hence, is considered 
next. 
5.4.4 Discretion in customer service work 
Closely related to the differences in standardisation and complexity of service 
work was the variation in discretion and control over customer service work 
found in Telecom X's contact centre and in particular, between  level 1 and level 
2 customer service work. Discretion can be characterised in two ways. One, 
using the skills concept and second, by considering the managerial control 
imposed on service and service personnel (discussed in the following section). 
For example, Peter noted that service personnel at level 2 are provided with a 
higher degree of discretion over their transactions so that they are able to 
deliver the solution to customers' queries efficiently: 
 "level 2 has got a lot of autonomy [and] bit more free thinking at level 2 
 [than level 1] …they have been brought here to do a particular job 
 because they have got that technical skills,…we would want to give them 
 freedom in order to get the right answer and find the best solution for 
 the customer." 
Peter has thus indicated some level of relationship between the 'skills' of 
individuals and the degree of discretion over the tasks performed. This concurs 
with Bolton (2004), and Lloyd and Payne's (2009) views on discretion as one of 
the attributes of skilled work. However, Angad highlighted the difference solely 
on the basis of standardisation of service work at level 1 and level 2: 
 "Either you can allow, you can bind the agents to a tool, which drives 
 standardization. In that case, the predictable outcome is what they  want. 
 But you know, higher level technical support, and I am talking about 
 level 2 or level 3, in those areas you can give more free flowing 
 support [empowerment and flexibility]. There it is not constrained." 
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Considering this, level 2 customer work is considered relatively more skilled and 
empowered than level 1. However, discretion at level 1 then could be described 
in terms of freedom of service personnel to have a verbatim-free conversation 
with the customer as discussed earlier. Further, if we consider Bolton's (2004) 
definition of emotional labour as skilled work and the dimensions of work 
complexity discussed earlier, then both level 1 and level 2 demands technical 
expertise, managing context specific conversations and emotional labour and 
hence, could be deemed as skilled in their own right. Therefore, discretion could 
be evident in different forms at different levels of support in contact centres.  
In addition, discretion could also be determined on the basis of managerial 
control imposed on service work and service personnel. As such, the next 
section discusses the managerial control found in X's customer service work. 
5.4.5 Managerial control over customer service work 
Managerial control (Callaghan and Thompson, 2001; Lloyd and Payne, 2009) in 
service work was found at both level 1 and level 2 customer service support at 
Telecom X.  
The use of technology to manage the pace and direction of work, measurement 
of service personnel performance, monitoring of the activities of service 
personnel and reward and restraint mechanisms were all control attributes 
revealed through the practice narratives of managers at Telecom X. In this 
sense, discretion over customer service work may seem limited. However, the 
application and extent of the managerial control and hence the discretion were 
also found to be varied between level 1 and level 2 customer support functions. 
These variations are discussed below. 
In terms of the pacing and direction of work firstly, according to Neil, level 1 
work is paced and controlled through the use of routing technology that enables 
the centre to "get the customer when they come through the IVR and want to 
talk to us". However, most of the level 2 customer service work at Telecom X 
was borne out of the transfers from level 1. As Peter noted, only if level 1 
service personnel "can't fix it at level 1, whether they don't have right tools 
and/or technical knowledge, the call is transferred to our level 2 area".  
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In this sense, therefore, the pace and direction of level 2 customer service work 
is dependent on level 1 customer service provision rather than merely controlled 
through the use of automatic call distribution, as may be the case at level 1.  
Secondly, as Neil noted, "probably about 40-50 different metrics" were being 
used by Telecom X at both levels, thereby, exemplifying the intensity of 
measurement of service personnel and hence, control over service work. To 
date, various studies have categorised these Key Performance Indicators 
(KPIs) into hard and soft metrics. 'Hard' metrics that are easily quantifiable and 
are about efficiency of the service provision (for example, average speed to 
answer, abandonment rate, transfer rate, service levels, and so on) and; 'Soft' 
metrics that are difficult to quantify as they relate to the effectiveness of the 
service, or service quality - usually in the form of customer satisfaction and 
experience of the service (e.g. see Manzoor and Shahabudeen, 2014; Gilmore 
and Moreland, 2001).  
In addition to these, Telecom X also uses the Net Promoter Score (NPS) as an 
indicator for measuring customer loyalty which ultimately aids Telecom X in 
gauging the value created by them, for the customer. Originally conceptualised 
by Reichheld (2003), the purpose of NPS is to fundamentally evaluate whether 
the customer is loyal to the organisation or not, by asking one single question: 
“How likely is it that you would recommend [company X] to a friend or 
colleague?” (Reichheld, 2003: 1). Customer loyalty is considered to be the 
strongest determinant of the repeat purchase and growth of the organisation - 
this view was also supported by Neil: 
 "The largest predictor of customer staying loyal to your brand is 
 [NPS] whether the customer would recommend the x brand to a friend 
 that question is the best predictor of future loyalty." 
As Tomek and Vavrova (2001) suggested, this value is measured in terms of 
customer equity that can be considered as an addition to the value of the 
company through customer's continuous relationship to the business and 
hence, as a loyalty to the business (Dvorakova and Faltejskova, 2017). As 




Since its conception, NPS is increasingly used as a performance metric in 
industries including retail, banking and telecommunications, and for measuring 
customer experience through various channels of the business, including 
contact centres (e.g., Eger and Micik, 2017; Shaw and Hamilton, 2016; Shaikh 
and Karjaluoto, 2016). However, the use of NPS in contact centres is sparsely 
reported in the literature. There is not much discussion surrounding its 
implementation and linkage with the overall performance measurement.   
The use of these metrics fundamentally strengthens the strategic focus of 
contact centre service and service management on cost-to-serve, quality of 
service and leveraging value for and loyalty of customers and hence, growth for 
Telecom X (measured by NPS). 
Again, the metrics used to monitor and measure level 1 service personnel may 
be different to a certain extent to level 2 service personnel. As Liam, for 
example, highlighted, level 2 service personnel differ from level 1  
 "…in terms of ticket management. In the first line [level 1], you [service 
 personnel] have got quality from a call perspective, in the second line 
 [level  2], you [service personnel] have a quality measure from a ticket 
 management perspective".  
This means that in addition to being measured on their conversations with the 
customer NPS, level 2 service personnel are measured on the number of tickets 
(issues assigned by level 1 service personnel to level 2) resolved by them. Neil 
noted that Telecom X had a tight compliance monitoring towards the use of 
KM2 at level 1 and there is a penalty for not being compliant: 
 "…we've been heavily driving people to use [KM2]…If you don't follow it, 
 ultimately, that can lead to dismissal and we have dismissed plenty of 
 people." 
Every week, a report is pulled from KM2 to identify whether service personnel 
have used KM2 during the transaction with the customer. The report details the 
issue customer had, the steps followed by the service personnel and whether 




These reports also help managers in assessing the performance of the agent 
against their First Contact Resolution (FCR) and NPS score there by feeding 
the data into driving the service process improvements across the estate, as 
noted by Pat: 
 "You can use the conformance report to understand the coaching 
 need…Our reporting configures a question, and then out of 5000 calls, 
 we can break those 5000 calls to, for example, cancel the direct debit, 
 change direct debit, set up a direct debit. All of the really hard hitting 
 information and we correlate that against FCR  and NPS data for that 
 customers' mobile number. We can then say, right, we get 1200 calls for 
 setting up a direct debit, but our NPS score is a negative score. And then 
 we can start looking to see why is that the case? What can we do to 
 improve that process?" 
However, such compliance was not enforced on level 2 service personnel as 
managers preferred level 2 support to be more autonomous in troubleshooting 
customer issues. Therefore, the control varied even in terms of the level of 
support provided to the customer.  Nevertheless, the number of KPIs used by 
Telecom X generally was not significantly different to what has been elicited by 
studies in the past 20 years (e.g., see Anton, 1997; Feinberg et al., 2000, Willis 
and Bendixen, 2007 and Chicu et al., 2016). 
There were, however, differences in the measurement and management of 
these metrics and hence, the level of bureaucratic control exerted in Telecom 
X's contact centres. The KPIs were found to be split between 'Primary' KPIs - 
those that were actively driven and closely monitored by the service 
management team of Telecom X and; 'Secondary' KPIs - those that are 
monitored and managed by exception. Whilst a complete categorisation of 
Primary or Secondary KPIs was not achieved, it was inferred that service 
personnel were closely monitored and were encouraged to achieve a high FCR 
and NPS.  
 
 "…Primary KPIs are the things we physically drive. We would drive   




Whereas, secondary KPIs such as Average Handling Time (AHT), Schedule 
Adherence, and Absence rate are monitored, but not enforced: 
 "We don't drive [secondary KPIs such as] AHT, but we want to make 
 sure it's controlled and similarly, we don't drive conformance, but 
 make sure it's controlled… there is a whole host of these secondary 
 KPIs that we monitor behind the scenes and you only  act upon it if there 
 is the variation outside the norm."  
Therefore, another difference found in this study in comparison to earlier studies 
was whether the control is exerted as a 'target' and control as 'ranging 
performance' for certain metrics. For example, studies thus far have overly 
asserted the strict adherence to targets in contact centres (e.g. see Tanim, 
2016; Miller and Hendrickse, 2016; Bain et al., 2002). Even in case of Telecom 
X, service personnel both at level 1 and level 2, are expected to achieve targets 
for certain metrics set by managers. For example, as Neil highlights: 
 "Adherence is the target. We have a minimum standard that we are 
 expected to meet…they will have to be above 96%..." 
The control on service personnel in terms of monitoring their shift timings, and 
breaks, existed as a fixed 'target' in Telecom X's contact centres. Besides this, 
for other metrics namely, AHT, FCR and NPS, a certain level of flexibility and 
discretion was found in measuring and managing these metrics. Accordingly, 
Liam, for example, exemplified difference in some team's AHT targets: 
 "Depending upon segment, that[AHT] differs quite a lot. So if I look at 
 first line small business technical teams in North Tyneside, their AHT is 
 60 seconds less than a second line technical agent in the consumer." 
However, for AHT, FCR, and NPS at level 1 and level 2, Telecom X used a 
'ranging performance' technique to measure service personnel's performance, 
within a particular range of arbitrary targets set for these metrics. The 'norms' of 
control were found to vary if, for example, certain service personnel are 
deviating too far compared the rest of service personnel on a particular metric. 
As Neil noted, it is to ensure whether the performance is "in control or not in 
control" or whether service personnel attain a similar level of performance". 
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These 'norms' were considered using a tool called "BOND", through which 
ranging performance for each metric was calculated.  
Differences between control by number and control by exception have been 
limitedly reported (e.g., Langley et al., 2006 and Jansen, 2015). These studies 
have also indicated that contact centre managers are placing greater emphasis 
on service quality KPIs and only measuring efficiency metrics by exception. 
Therefore, managerial control could vary according to the strategic focus of 
contact centres. It seems, however, that consistency in managerial control is not 
always achieved. As Neil noted, the traditional leadership approach of 
"managing by numbers without really helping people understand how to achieve 
them" only leads to unintended consequences and hence, loss of control: 
 "There's no good me coming to you saying that you are taking too long 
 and you need to work quicker. I will ultimately be driving you to cheat and 
 if I drive you to cheat, and that could be an unintentional cheat by the 
 way,  that's when you start to see behaviours in call centres, like putting 
 the phone down on customers or trying to speed through the process 
 or transfer the calls to somebody else which reduces the AHT." 
Several studies have highlighted the over-occupancy of managers in measuring 
and managing efficiency metrics than service quality metrics of the service 
(Banks and Roodt, 2011; Robinson and Morley, 2006; Staples et al., 2002; 
Gilmore, 2001). However, fewer studies such as that by Jack et al. (2006) and 
Russell and Townsend (2003) have also warned that setting certain targets 
such as achieving AHT may lead to unintended consequences, such as service 
personnel rushing the customer off the phone, which may adversely affect 
customer satisfaction and hence service quality. Following these studies and 
Neil's narrative, it could be could be implied that Telecom X is aware of such 
implications and hence have moved away from managing service personnel by 
numbers: 
 "…it's a real challenge to make sure that we keep that constant rigour 
 between not trying to overload the agents, and trying to keep things 
 under control. What we don't want to do is tie all our people up looking at 
 all 40 metrics every single day." 
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However, there is a contradiction with the above when the reward structure of 
Telecom X was studied. For example, while Neil himself suggested that 
primarily the focus is on qualitative metrics, that is, FCR and NPS, service 
personnel are actually monitored and rewarded on the basis of four metrics, that 
is, FCR and NPS, which are qualitative metrics, as well as AHT and Schedule 
Adherence which are quantitative metrics:  
 "From an effectiveness perspective, it's Net Promoter Score and First 
 Contact Resolution. From an efficiency perspective, it's usually Average 
 Handling Time…and schedule adherence/conformance type measure." 
 (Neil) 
Raz and Blank (2007) also suggested the imbalance between the rewards of 
attaining efficiency and service quality metrics. Raz and Blank's study 
suggested that the contact centre examined by them rewarded a higher 
proportion of bonus for achieving service quality metrics than for achieving 
efficiency metrics. In the case of Telecom X, whilst the proportions could not be 
established, service personnel were expected to qualify on achieving minimum 
criteria for service quality to be able to achieve the bonus for efficiency or sales 
related metrics and hence, to avoid opportunistic behaviours. 
Interestingly, it was found that even if the primary job of the service personnel 
may be to generate sales, they may be evaluated and rewarded on the basis of 
NPS. This means that the actual role of service personnel is somewhat 
detached from the assessment of their performance. Neil highlights this 
exemplifying another telecom organisation: 
 "if you take a lot of organizations like C, even though they are a sales 
 environment, they now no longer pay their people based on sales, but on 
 net promoter, because they were finding that the unintended 
 consequences of commission driving them on sales targets was actually 
 doing the business more damage, and by the way, we see some of that 
 in our own world." 
The bureaucratic practice of incentivising service personnel for achieving more 
is derivative of the scientific management practice applied in the manufacturing 
sector, wherein workers were rewarded a higher wage for producing more 
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output. However, the challenge with services is to ensure that this practice does 
not lead to unintentional consequences that may affect the overall performance 
of contact centres adversely. For example, it is a common practice that service 
personnel are rewarded for cross-selling or up-selling certain products and 
services in addition to the bonus that they earn for providing a 'good customer 
experience'. However, service personnel often trade-off customer experience 
bonus that is harder to achieve over sales. This is a new form of 'work 
soldiering' (reference to Taylorism's soldiering except that instead of workers 
deliberately working slower as was the case in manufacturing, service 
personnel are acting on the basis of self-interest and sacrificing what is hard to 
achieve) that exists in contact centres. Raz and Blank (2007) have also 
highlighted the imbalance between metrics of measurement and the reward 
structures. 
Nonetheless, control in single service work varies within and between different 
levels of customer service support. It is important to highlight these variations in 
order to ascertain the accurate portrayal of managerial control in contact 
centres. Previous studies have tended to discuss whether the control is present 
or absent in contact centres (e.g., Callaghan and Thompson, 2001; Taylor and 
Bain, 2006; Lloyd and Payne, 2009; Koskina and Keithley, 2010). However, the 
application and extent of control and its varying application have rarely been 
discussed in detail. 
5.5 Demand and Capacity management in contact centres 
In addition to the above attributes of customer service work, this study found 
specific managerial activities that were fundamental to the contact centre 
service management at Telecom X. The following sections discuss these 
activities. 
To date, demand and capacity management in contact centres has not been 
discussed in detail as fundamental management activities. Rather, these 
elements have been mostly treated as scientific operations management 
activities in the service operations research area. However, interviews with 
consultants and managers revealed that demand and capacity management is 




5.5.1 Scientific management of Demand and Capacity in contact centres 
This study found that considerations made by consultants and managers  
relating to demand and capacity planning in contact centres are very similar to 
what has been elicited in the literature thus far (For example, see Rijo et al., 
2012; Jacks et al., 2006; Betts et al., 2000) . In particular, managing demand in 
contact centres was found to be primarily about forecasting the contact volumes 
that the centre may expect on the basis of availability of service agreed by the 
organisation. As Charlie, one of the independent consultants suggests, the 
primary question to address is: 
 "What are the contact volumes and the forecast of those contact   
 volumes? What's the demand?How big is that demand?" 
Forecasting of this volume was found to be one of the most crucial activities in 
case of Telecom X as well. Naomi, one of the resource planning managers at 
Telecom X elicits: 
 "[The] Forecasting model [is] pretty critical [and] used to predict 
 expected customer demand or call volumes." 
The critical nature of forecasting in demand management usually emphasises 
mathematical models and methods of forecasting of contact volumes, call 
arrivals and capacity management (e.g., Ibrahim et al., 2012; Shen and Huang, 
2005; Kolesar and Green, 1998). Whilst the discussion of these mathematical 
models and methods is beyond the scope of this study, it is to be noted that  on 
the basis of these forecasts, the appropriate level of staffing and scheduling of 
service personnel is determined to meet the demand  and hence, to meet the 
service levels. As Naomi highlights: 
 "The outcome of that forecast drives all of the resource decisions   
 that we make across the 6-12 months to meet service levels." 
As evident from earlier studies (Rijo et al., 2012; Cleveland and Mayben, 1997), 
by factoring the forecast volume and duration of contacts, appropriate shift 
patterns, scheduled training, breaks, holidays and absences of service 




 "We start to apply all the productivity and shrinkage assumptions on   
 top of that to calculate the number of FTE…Call demands, AHT  
 all of the holiday activity, agents' holidays, breaks, lunches, coaching, 
 team meetings, reviews. To meet our customer demand levels,   
 this is the number we would need to resource to." 
There are consequences for over resourcing as well as having too little 
capacity. Whereas over resourcing impacts cost-to-serve, having less capacity 
may lead to sweatshop conditions in service environments, long waiting times 
for the customers and ultimately, customer dissatisfaction: 
 "nobody wants to be sitting on service levels where we are under   
 resourced like 60%, [which leads to] long wait times, the staff's 
 impacted,  quality, NPS scores, but on the flip side, it's not great to sit 
 on 95-99% because you are burning money by having too many   
 resources. There are big consequences to get that wrong. It impacts   
 service levels and then customer and quality [of] experience." 
 (Naomi) 
As previously highlighted, ultimately, service management practice in this 
context is primarily about answering three questions: 
 How much work is coming in? 
 How long do they take to do things? 
 How many people have I got? 
Primarily suggested by Henri Fayol (e.g., Parker and Ritson, 2005), forecasting 
and planning is fundamentally about answering the above questions. However, 
Fayol's (1949) work has been largely neglected when compared to Taylorism's 
popularity in discussing scientific organisation and management of contact 
centre services. If contact centres are occupied in maximising the throughput in 
contact centres (Bolton, 2013; Smith et al., 2010; Burns and Light, 2007; Hannif, 
2006), then maximum throughput is only attainable through accurate volume 
articulation, forecasting, and planning (e.g., Ibrahim et al., 2012; Shen and 
Huang, 2005; Aldor-Noiman et al., 2009). Hence, Taylorism is incomplete 




Where enough attention has been paid in articulating and studying demand in 
the contact centre, analysing demand uncertainty in terms of the type of 
demand, especially in the case of multi-skilled contact centres, has been 
neglected. In other words, a scientific approach to demand only allows 
forecasting and planning of demand. Such an approach fulfils the operational 
objectives in manufacturing environments or contact centre services where 
demand is of a consistent nature (for example, ticket booking or inquiry 
services). In the case of level 1 customer service at Telecom X where the 
nature of work is blended, however, to be able to forecast contact volumes over 
different times of the day, month and/or year is fundamentally challenging. Such 
challenges have also been discussed in the literature (e.g., Betts et al., 2000 
and Jack et al., 2006), and were found to be apparent in Telecom X's contact 
centres.  As Naomi suggested: 
 "…it's very difficult to manage capacity perfectly to expected demand 
 levels week in week out, day in day out. So yeah, that's probably the   
 biggest challenge." 
Therefore, it seems that even a combination of scientific and administrative 
approach in contact centres only allows limited planning, simplification and 
control over contact centre work. Despite this, it could be argued that the 
prevalence of scientific and planning practices in contact centre services cannot 
be completely ignored, but requires complementing with other schools of 
thought in management. 
5.5.2 Systems approach to Demand and Capacity management 
In addition to the scientific forecast of contact volumes and managing capacity 
in accordance with the forecast, this study found that managers at Telecom X 
were also involved in managing service against demand (Seddon, 2003),  
evaluated using Propensity to Call(PTC). This is calculated by: 
 the number of customers subscribed to Telecom X's products/services in 
a given week or month; 
 the historical data that is gathered using IVR system that allows 
managers to have a look at which options did the customer select, and 




These figures are used as input to a forecasting method called the PTC: 
 "We track customer PTC at a weekly level…[and then]…we will 
 annualize that.. your PTC can be anything up to two calls annualized   
 per year and then the general trend is that it comes down as you   
 become in-life customer." (Naomi). 
The PTC Tenure model allows managers at Telecom X to further breakdown 
demand and to be able to identify both the volume and type of demand 
expected. Whilst these factors may be commonly used factors in forecasting, 
neither the PTC based tenure model nor the detailed breakdown of historical 
demand has been discussed in the Demand and Capacity Planning literature. 
Studies thus far have focused on identifying the volume and capacity 
accurately, so that demand could be somehow met (e.g., Klassen and 
Rohleder, 2001; Jack et al. 2006; Sasser et al., 1997).  
Identifying and understanding contact centre demand in detail has been 
suggested by advocates of a systems' thinking approach towards service 
management (e.g., Jaaron and Backhouse, 2011a; Seddon and O'Donovan, 
2010; Piercy and Rich, 2009; Seddon and Brand, 2008). However, little 
evidence exists in terms of how this demand is identified and understood and 
there is sparse evidence of such practice in telecommunications contact 
centres. 
In Telecom X, the flow of demand and identifying and understanding the volume 
of contacts in terms of value and failure demand are appraised: 
 "Contact centres are getting to a stage where they are looking their world 
 in terms of value demand, and failure demand. Demand management is 
 then about [eradicating] failure demand and maximizing, of course, the 
 value demand." (Neil) 
The analysis of demand in terms of value demand and failure demand is 
increasingly being discussed in the context of service organisations (e.g., 
Seddon and O'Donovan, 2010; Piercy and Rich, 2009). Contact centres 
encounter a high proportion of failure demand, that is, demand that is a result of 




More precisely, one of the fundamental challenges for service organisations, 
including contact centres, is that 80% of their work is handling failure demand, 
which is normally a result of service not delivered accurately first time (Seddon 
and Brand, 2008).  
Most contact centres merely institutionalise this failure demand, without 
questioning its nature. This further inhibits the nurture of value demand - the 
demand for which contact centres are established to serve (Jaaron and 
Backhouse, 2011a) and incurs cost-to-serve yet fails to achieve customer 
satisfaction.  
At Telecom X, the task of identifying failure demand was closely linked with the 
identification of PTC. Neil and his team highlighted that failure demand resulted 
because service personnel may not have been able to resolve customer's query 
in the first instance:  
 "We may think we have resolved the issue but we don't resolve the  issue 
 and therefore, they need to call us back. And that's the sizeable chunk 
 of work." 
Failure demand formed a high proportion of incoming contacts at Telecom X. 
However, as opposed to merely accepting that failure demand, managers at 
Telecom X were found to be concerned about using the contact data to be able 
to identify the source of failure demand. As Neil commented: 
 "the reason that they are ringing us up is because somebody will have 
 done something somewhere. Something has stopped working. That is a 
 great indication to us as to what's going on in the rest of the organization. 
 Is the network working well/IT working well, Marketing working well, 
 supply chain working well etc?" 
This supports Deming (1982) and recent advocates of systems' thinking 
approach in service organisations, who have suggested that fundamentally 
failure demand results from the specialised and divided service structure that 
service organisations have embraced thus far. In the case of Piercy and Rich's 
(2009) investigation for example, it was evident that failure demand was 
originating from failure of service processes within contact centres.  
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In addition, however, this study found that the source of failure demand could 
also be borne from other areas of the business which then gets ultimately 
absorbed by contact centres. As a consequence, contact centres rather than 
the organisation are criticised for poor delivery of service. Therefore, a systems 
approach in contact centres warrants an organisation-wide integration as 
opposed to silo or functional specialisation to manage service process failures. 
Jaaron and Backhouse (2011a) suggest that cross functional coordination and 
communication can be achieved through flexible management practices to 
achieve a better customer service. 
In addition, capacity planning entailed various decisions and consideration. In 
fact, it was found that like demand management, capacity management was 
mostly pre-occupied with the accurate forecasting of capacity. Previous 
research has only focused on seeking efficient models of capacity (e.g., see 
Saccani, 2012; Koole and Mandelbaum, 2002). 
As a resourcing manager, Naomi highlighted that capacity management also 
entailed contributing to the strategic decisions that may influence capacity 
planning and management at Telecom X. For example, these decisions include:  
 recruiting new service personnel at Telecom X; 
 whether capacity can be sourced from their outsourced partners, to meet 
the capacity; 
 accommodating process-related changes into the resource plans and the 
impact it may have on capacity; 
 working closely with specialist teams to understand where demand can 
be alternatively managed using different channels. 
Therefore, beyond accurate forecasting of capacity against demand, there are 
other areas which influence capacity planning and management. This requires 
some level of integrated decision making between the contact centre and other 
areas of business. As such, Naomi's remit spans across other areas of 
management so that decision-making is holistic in Telecom X rather than area 
specific. In other words, capacity planning entails collaboration with other areas 
of the business thereby reflecting existence of a systems' thinking attribute in 
Telecom X. However, such interconnectedness has rarely been discussed with 
regard to contact centre service management. 
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In addition, although cost-to-serve is of as equal concern as service quality to 
Telecom X, there is an evidence of flexibility in resourcing Telecom X's contact 
centres when it comes to balancing cost-to-serve and service quality. For 
example, Naomi suggests that Telecom X's contact centres consider buffer 
strategies where contact centre managers are offered some flexibility in 
leveraging resourcing. Whereas in the past, the decision making was primarily 
within the context of a constrained budget, senior management have now 
begun to realise that whilst cost-to-serve has to be managed, it could also 
impact on both service levels and service quality. Hence, a certain buffer of 
funds is offered to Naomi to manage capacity planning more flexibly: 
 "…they understand now that we can't just get [planning] that precise.   
 So the only way to protect service level and customer experience is   
 to build in that a level of the buffer if you like, to try and best protect   
 us to those [surges in demand]." 
Studies in past have warranted the need for buffer strategy in contact centres 
(Patel et al. 2011; Michael and Mariappan, 2012) however, the evidence of the 
adoption of such a strategy in contact centres is limited. 
As evident from above, complex relationships exist between demand, capacity, 
and associated elements which were found to be fundamentally influential to 
cost-to-serve, service quality and hence the loyalty of customers. As such, a 
scientific approach to demand and capacity management equips managers with 
basic planning tools that are fundamentally important to identify and plan the 
workflow and resourcing of contact centres. Beyond this however, the nature of 
contact centre work is uncertain and hence too complex to be managed through 
the scientific means.   
Conversations have revealed that managers are increasingly becoming wary of 
uncertainty relating to demand that influences capacity planning in contact 
centres. This uncertainty is too difficult to be taken into account in arithmetic 
forecasting and planning of demand and supply. Accordingly, it was found that 
demand and capacity have to be managed using both scientific, systems' 
approach and alternative strategies such as capacity buffering and demand 
optimisation and using other service channels to leverage internal efficiency 
without impacting the quality of service.  
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Only then, contact centres can optimise demand and capacity. Further, 
optimising demand and capacity can enable organisations to reduce cost-to-
serve, leverage service quality and utilise interactions in contact centres for 
value adding activities. Only then, service management goals can be met. 
Closely associated with the goals of demand and capacity management, and 
service management is the sourcing of contact centre services, which is 
discussed in the following section. 
5.6 Sourcing of contact centres 
Similar to studies (e.g., see Patel, 2010; Taylor, 2010; Taylor and Bain, 2005; 
Kinnie et al., 2008; Holman et al., 2007), this study found that organisations are 
relying on the sourcing of contact centre services both through domestic and 
international service providers.  
In the case of Telecom X, there are currently 16 contact centres that are in-
house, outsourced, or off-shore outsourced. Although there are some centres 
that are only performing specific activities such as Sales or Collections, most of 
them are performing a combination of activities. Except for one centre, all of 
them are mainly inbound contact handling operations, although these inbound 
centres may perform some level of call backs if needed. Also, except for a few 
in-house and one outsourced centre, most of the centres are delivering the 
services through a single channel, that is, the telephone. 
Considering the service structure of Telecom X and its reliance on outsourced 
and offshored service providers, the benefits and challenges resulting from such 
reliance were further explored. 
5.6.1 Benefits and Challenges of Sourcing and Shoring 
Benefits 
Telecom X's contact centres favour outsourcing primarily because it enables a 
reduction in operational costs, through offshore-outsourcing rather than 
onshore-outsourcing. This is purely due to the labour arbitrage that offshore 
locations offer to organisations such as Telecom X, which has been discussed 
in the literature (For example, see Vagadia, 2012; Kakabadse and Kakabadse, 
2006; Dossani and Kenney, 2007), and supported by Neil in this study: 
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 "If you go to some of the offshore locations, say Eastern Europe, you can 
 get kind of like 10-15% [cheaper], or if you go to the further extreme 
 location, you can get 30% off your labour arbitrage." 
In case of domestic onshore-outsourcing, reporting of cost-benefits is quite 
sparse in the literature (cf., Doellgast, 2008; Taylor and Bain, 2006; Fish and 
Seydel, 2006). However, some studies have argued that having contact centres 
in some regions within the UK may enable cost-savings due to geographically 
differentiated pay. For example, Bristow et al. (2000) and Richardson et al. 
(2000) have highlighted the prevalence of contact centres in Scotland and North 
East regions of the UK due to the availability of low-cost labour. Similarly, Neil 
does highlight that certain regions in the UK may offer some cost savings. 
However, this was mentioned in the context of in-house establishments: 
 "…If you were running an in-house centre and you decided to open up a 
 centre in a cheaper location within the UK, you can maybe shave about 
 5% of your labour cost. Say if you were  running a centre in Newcastle 
 and you decided to go somewhere in Rotherham for example, where 
 labour is cheaper, you can get 5 or may be 8% cheaper workforce."  
Also, Neil suggested that in contact centres, labour constitutes a major 
proportion of operating costs: 
 "…if you think about a call centre in total 92% of our costs are labour. 
 8% of our costs are non-labour related. So that's IT, buildings." 
Therefore, although not as cost-effective, onshore outsourcing could benefit 
even labour intensive service such as contact centres. Naturally, these savings 
were found to be further compounded in context of offshore-outsourcing. As 
Neil suggests: 
 "If I need 10 people to carry out a particular process [and] I put those 
 10 people in the UK…it will be 10 times £20,000 salary fully  loaded in. 
 Whereas if I put those 10 people in India, I could be paying 10 times 
 £14000."  
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However, beyond cost-savings, it was found that generally, outsourcing 
(regardless of onshore or offshore) offers a degree of contingency or Business 
Continuity Planning (BCP) to Telecom X. As Giovanna highlights: 
 "Clearly, we look at BCP and contingency. What we don't want to do is 
 put the same brand or line of business in one location." 
As Neil suggests, such a scale of outsourcing allows his team to mitigate risks 
that may be borne out of any incidents or events in a specific region and aid 
continuity in service provision: 
 "If we lose, for example, a contact centre site [due to an incident], we 
 have to have a plan about how we would operate our centres with our 
 customers not being able to notice [anything different in service levels]. 
 And that means, for example, if you did only a particular function out of 
 one location and [for example] we've got snow in that location, we can't 
 afford  to shut the world because of that."  
In addition, outsourcing offers flexibility in terms of resourcing, to manage 
shortages in capacity. As Naomi suggests: 
 "if we got to a situation whereby, of that 300 FTE (Full Time Equivalent) 
 we needed, from a recruitment and lead time perspective, and from a 
 site capacity perspective, we could only fill 100 of that in-house, then we 
 start to look  at our outsourced options…." 
This flexibility is also beneficial in case of certain activities which were 
performed for a short period of time such as product-launches or marketing 
campaigns, as suggested by Neil: 
 "…So there are certain types of work we have, which 
 fluctuates…something that we might need at the beginning of a product 
 launch but we might not need it in the future etc etc.…it doesn't make 
 sense for us an organization to hire a load of permanent employees and 
 then potentially further down the line work out that we don't need them 
 anymore. We will always look [if] it's possible for us that a particular 
 activity will be wholly outsourced." 
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With specific reference to offshoring, it was found that Telecom X also reaps 
benefits from longer service operational hours including evenings and 
weekends. As Neil highlights: 
 "…What you also generally get is a significantly greater level of macro 
 level  of resource flexibility, because labour is cheap and because they 
 could  work extra hours and longer shifts, due to time zone differences… 
 You might have weekend patterns and different weekend days as well, 
 depending on where you are. There are some real advantages that  you 
 get when you are offshore."  
In summary, sourcing activities for attaining cost savings, business continuity, 
resource needs for both short term and long term, which have been widely 
discussed in the literature were also found to be relevant in the case of Telecom 
X (e.g., see Contractor et al., 2010; Walsh and Deery, 2006; Lewin and Peeters, 
2006; Kakabadse and Kakabadse, 2002; Bain et al., 2002). Also, these benefits 
are extended in case of offshored centres (Lacity et al., 2008; Lewin and 
Peeters, 2006). Some studies have also discussed these benefits in specific 
reference to customer service work or contact centres (e.g., Owens, 2014; 
McIvor, 2010; Taylor and Bain, 2005). 
In summary, the benefits of outsourcing and offshoring extend beyond the cost-
savings, such as flexibility in resourcing, business continuity planning, and 
extended service hours. These are the key drivers of outsourcing and offshoring 
for Telecom X. However, the study also identified several challenges resulting 
from Telecom X's current sourcing structure. 
Challenges 
Despite above benefits, Telecom X was found to be facing a number of 
challenges with the outsourcing of its contact centres. Firstly, it is to be noted 
that Telecom X does not own any of the offshore contact centres. All of the 
offshore centres are run by third party service providers. Several reasons were 
cited for such a strategy. Neil highlights that owning offshore centre means 
owning risks associated with those centres too. He was conscious that it would 
be difficult for Telecom X to operate in offshore locations without much 
expertise and being able to achieve economies of scale which the outsourced 
partners could readily offer:   
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 "…We had to be confident that we could run a better centre than our 
 outsourcees could do for us. We wouldn't be able to leverage that 
 economies of scale that our outsourcees could leverage… when it comes 
 to recruiting, training, transportation, logistics, IT, infrastructure, building, 
 etc. So we would have found it incredibly difficult to have got anywhere 
 close to being able to operate as cost effectively and as efficiently as 
 their contact centres" 
In addition, when this question was asked to Giovanna, she also suggested that 
the reason not to own any offshore centres is also to sustain the brand 
reputation: 
 " It's a UK Brand… if we were to decide that we were  going  to close one 
 of our in-house centres to then move it offshore, that  would  [result in] a 
 public outcry… there are a number of our customers  who indicate they 
 want to talk to somebody onshore." 
Studies have consistently highlighted benefits and risks associated with 
offshoring. For example, Lampel and Bhalla (2011) highlight risks such as initial 
setup costs and location specific risks although identify cost control in terms of 
managing the service levels. Similarly, Hatonen (2009) highlights the benefits of 
offshore outsourcing over captive offshoring by transferring the issues 
associated with recruitment and government legislations to third party vendors. 
Issues relating to sustaining corporate image and brand erosion have been 
discussed, however only in general reference to offshoring and outsourcing 
(Bharadwaj, 2010; Stringfellow et al., 2008) and not in specific reference to 
captive offshoring. Also, studies have reported the preference of customers to 
speak to someone onshore rather than offshore (Penter et al., 2013; Sharma et 
al., 2009). 
This study also found that X is facing service quality issues with their offshore-
outsourced contact centres. As Neil exemplifies: 
 "…if you think of our customer base which is significantly using 
 iPhones…are talking to a demographic of users in India where less than 
 2% using iPhones. It's really difficult to empathise because the use 
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 cases of what your staff are doing versus what your customers are doing 
 are here.  
 In the UK, the use cases are identical. So the types of things 
 customer are doing [with their phones] are the same type of things that
 the staff is doing [with their phones]. It's really difficult to bridge that  gap. 
 Because it's difficult for the guys offshore to comprehend what's really 
 going on." 
In such scenarios, customers tend to assume that these issues are primarily 
due to the language and cultural inefficiencies, therefore, leading to the 
negative perception of offshore-outsourced centres: 
 "…the minute we don't resolve [customer queries] offshore, the language 
 and culture elements…what customers automatically assume, is the 
 problem, regardless of whether we are able to do better or not onshore… 
 customer's expectation is perhaps that he has been sent to low value 
 destination and his problem hasn't been solved." (Neil) 
This also results in the erosion of customer loyalty towards a brand, which in 
case of offshore services is significantly higher than such issues onshore: 
 "..if you ***k something up offshore, the customer loyalty detriment is two 
 to three times greater than what happens if [the same happens] in the 
 UK. That massively impacts." (Neil). 
With specific reference to service quality, consumer reactions to offshoring in 
terms of service quality and volatility towards home companies using offshored 
service providers are also being increasingly discussed in the literature. 
Previous studies highlighted cultural differences (Metters, 2008; Lewin and 
Peeters, 2006), communication inefficiencies (Sharma et al., 2009), lack of 
expertise (Sharma et al. 2009; Cornell, 2004), leading to high customer 
complaints (Kennedy, 2002) and impact on overall service quality (Metters, 
2008). Although there is an expectation that there should not be any difference 
in service quality levels between offshore and onshore centres, this was not 
found to be the case: 
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 "What we found with certain Geos [Geographical locations] is that our 
 customers don't believe they are getting the same level of service by an 
 agent handling calls in one of these geos versus what they would get 
 being onshore." (Giovanna) 
Also, despite the capacity related benefits elicited earlier, it seems that Neil and 
his team are facing challenges in terms of managing capacity with certain 
outsourced partners. As exemplified by Giovanna below, certain service 
providers are not able to fulfil the demand by failing to offer micro-level staffing 
and scheduling of service personnel: 
 "I think probably our biggest challenge with them [is] delivering the 
 number of hours in the times we need them to deliver the hours. That 
 means answering the calls when  we know the calls are going to come 
 in."   
Neil also highlighted micro-level staffing and scheduling constraints. In 
particular, she emphasised the difficulties relating to having service personnel 
offshore on part-time shifts during weekdays and weekends. In certain 
geographies, service personnel are only willing to work full time and hence, 
flexible models as available in the UK are not always possible: 
 "If you look at offshore partners, for example, they rarely deal with part 
 time agents. It's just because there isn't a market place for them in 
 Philippines, India or South Africa to an extent. That means it's very 
 difficult for them to  follow that curve [of peak demand]. You need a 
 percentage of part timers so you can meet those peaks but not have 
 people sitting there when you don't need them." 
Although there are certain partners based in certain offshore locations where 
labour attrition is high, they are able to manage capacity by having additional 
buffer resources, to avoid being penalised by Telecom X, versus those partners 
who are unable to meet the resource needs as per the contract. Naomi 
exemplifies that: 
 "Some partners recognize that you do have to over resource the 
 campaign to be able to hit those peaks. However, not all partners choose 
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 to do that, and it's those partners who we have  challenges. They won't 
 don't get paid for it." 
In addition, loss of control over service operations and delivery was also 
highlighted as a key concern by Giovanna: 
 "…because I think you are interesting your business with somebody 
 else, right? And do they always do it the way that we would do it? Not 
 necessarily…" 
The loss of control was also elicited by Neil: 
 "…you outsourced basically the responsibility of your customers to 
 somebody else and therefore if it doesn't go well, it's still your issue even 
 though now you haven't got control over it pretty much." 
Therefore, managerial challenges such as a supplier's lack of absorptive 
capacity (Lacity and Willcocks, 2012; Dibbern et al., 2008), loss of control 
(Raiborn et al., 2009; Burns, 2008) were not uncommon in the case of Telecom 
X. Neil suggests that such inefficiencies could even lead to loss of cost savings 
that were initially perceived through such engagements: 
 "…if you added all of those pockets of inefficiency, it more than off-sets 
 the labour arbitrage." 
Generally, many studies have reported that outsourcing and more importantly, 
offshoring engagements have failed to accrue financial benefits as expected 
(e.g., Aron and Singh, 2005; Raiborn et al., 2009). Even in case of Telecom X, 
whilst there is an acceptance of cost benefits gained through labour arbitrage 
and acceptable service provision through offshoring, there is also a concern that 
the challenges outweigh the cost benefits achieved through these 
engagements. Accordingly, Telecom X are increasingly considering their 






Although Telecom X's current praxis of sourcing dictates a combination of in-
house, outsourced and offshore-outsourced centres, Giovanna highlighted that 
their team is continually seeking opportunities to repatriate their contact centres 
back to the UK: 
 "We are bringing work back on shore for the very reason[s] I mentioned 
 earlier [and] about our USP - we are number 1 for network and we want 
 to be number 1 for service and to support us in becoming number 1 for 
 service, we are going to bring a thousand jobs back onshore because 
 there are number of our customers who indicate they want to talk to 
 somebody onshore." 
This was also supported by Neil: 
 "so we are and have been now for the last 18 months extensively 
 repatriating (as we call it), so creating new jobs and new game… Our key 
 focus is, if we can, get all our voice contacts in the UK… if you look at 
 last 9 months, we have repatriated a 1000 people." 
The motives of backshoring were found to be primarily driven by consumer 
reactions to offshoring that are highlighted in the literature (e.g., see Robinson 
et al, 2005; Sharma et al., 2009; van Klaveren et al., 2013). Backshoring has 
also been exemplified in the context of offshore service providers who are 
moving the principal's contact centres onshore or nearshore (Holtgrewe, 2014; 
Howcroft and Richardson, 2008).   
However, this study also found that it's not always accurate that offshore 
outsourced contact centres suffer from service quality issues or consumer 
backlash. For example, according to Giovanna, there are certain offshore 
operations that often out perform their in-house location in terms of providing 
the service quality: 
 "India has been our top performing site from NPS perspective. Who 
 would  have expected that from India? Everybody thought that would be 
 on-shore. But actually, India has performed… We have had sites we do 
 still have sites that perform better than in-house." 
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Although limited, there have been some studies reporting that offshore centres 
tend to perform better than their onshore counterparts (e.g., see Taylor and 
Bain, 2008). Downey (2005) also reported that at times, UK customers found 
offshore agents friendlier to talk to, than their UK equivalents. As Knights (2010) 
suggests, the difference of perception between an onshore and offshore service 
could be largely influenced by the negative publicity of offshoring in general, 
through specific cases reported in media (cf. Jenkins and Kavanagh, 2011; 
Winterman, 2007).  
Often, however, it goes unreported that the UK's population is quite diverse and 
accordingly, there may be non-UK born service personnel working in onshore 
contact centres engaged in serving UK customers. Considering this, it would be 
irrational for customers to delineate the onshore and offshore service quality of 
contact centres on the basis of a one-off interaction by service personnel.  This 
can be further exemplified through the public forum of O2 (2014), one of the 
major telecommunications providers in the UK1 that claims all of its contact 
centres are based in the UK. Customers were confused when encountering a 
non-UK advisor over the phone, not realising that in the UK, there are service 
personnel from various ethnic groups working in contact centres. Moreover, 
onshore contact centres may recruit foreign students or expats (Jena and Reilly, 
2013; Richardson and Marshall, 1999).  
Therefore, although backshoring may be a consequence of consumer reactions 
and instances of service dissatisfaction neither is there an assurance that 
customers may be able to speak to native British service personnel nor a 
guarantee of better service quality compared to offshored service centres. 
Therefore, the benefits from backshoring are not always straightforward. 
Telecom X has repatriated 1000 jobs on-shore in the last 9 months. However, 
whilst they have made a 'hard-exit' from some of their offshored locations, they 
would like to maintain a relationship with certain outsourcing partners, even if 
they have to manage services through offshore operations for a certain period. 
Given their challenges with some of their offshore-outsourced operations, they 
are increasingly looking for on-shore outsourced engagements than offshore, 
                                            





with their existing service providers. The backshoring strategy of Telecom X 
was, therefore, to invest with those service providers who are able to offer them 
onshore service provision: 
 "we needed a method by which we could repatriate work into the UK. 
 Again, this was a straightforward conversation where we give two 
 choices: they lose the work, or keep the work but deliver it through the 
 UK. So they agreed to keep the work and bring it into the UK." 
Whereas offshore outsourcing offers macro-level capacity leverages such as 
cheaper labour and longer operational hours due to time zone differences, 
onshore outsourcing offers micro level flexibility. Certain geographies restrict 
flexible work models such as part-time shifts thereby leading to loss of efficiency 
whereas onshore outsourcing could surge cost-to-serve. 
Misra (2004) suggested in context of IT outsourcing that onshore outsourcing 
enables attainment of strategic goals rather than operational goals such as cost 
savings. Similarly, Größler et al. (2013) suggest in context of manufacturing that 
domestic outsourcing is focused on achieving capacity flexibility whereas 
offshore outsourcing is primarily driven by cost motives. Considering the 
findings of this study, what Größler et al. (2013) suggested in the context of 
manufacturing, applies to contact centre services too. For Telecom X to 
therefore, rely on offshore as well as onshore sourcing is both beneficial as well 
as challenging. 
5.6.3 Make-Or-Buy decision making 
It is clear that the sourcing model of Telecom X's sourcing structure comprises 
of a mixture of in-house, outsourced and offshore-outsourced through multiple 
vendors and at multiple locations. Such models have been commonly referred 
to as 'multi-sourcing' (e.g., see Iqbal and Dad, 2013; Sharma and Loh, 2009; 
Cullen et al., 2009), 'global service delivery' (Coyle, 2010; Taylor and Bain, 
2008), or multi-vendor model (Taylor, 2010; Holtgrewe et al., 2009). Studies 
have focused on both location and vendor aspects of sourcing. Telecom X also 
followed multiple sites, multiple locations, and multiple vendor strategies, as 
suggested by Neil: 
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 "We use a number of different partners which we try and keep control
 where we can. But most of our partners we utilize will have multiple 
 locations." 
Telecom X's 'make or buy' decision making is highly scientific, comprising of five 
key factors that drive this decision making. It allows Telecom X to assess 
whether the service under examination: 
 requires specialist skills to perform that service; 
 is new to the organisation or to the customer; 
 is sensitive, complex or of high value to the organisation or customer; 
 requires flexibility in terms of resourcing and business continuity; 
 requires some form of performance leverage through inter-site 
diversity/challenge. 
 In addition, the decisions are also checked against four checks, that is, 
whether: 
 in-house sites have requisite capacity for service under consideration; 
 partners under consideration have the requisite capacity; 
 partners under consideration pose any risks to service under 
consideration; 
 the cost to serve is affordable. 
The appropriate sourcing model for service under consideration can therefore 
be identified using the above criteria. For example, as Neil narrated, they seek 
specialist skills for certain services or economies of scale, for which, they may 
outsource certain services: 
 "We balance our outsourcing mix across those two areas - specialists, 
 people who we really want to be particularly good in particular areas and 
 generalist - bigger organizations much more financially secure, huge 
 scale and we are a big part of what they do."  
However, they also look for factors such as whether the service under 
examination is complex or critical to the business, when considering sourcing 
and shoring decisions: 
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 "[The decision tree] takes these factors into consideration and looks at 
 the type of query that's coming in. It says whether it's a complex based 
 query or is it simple. It could be simple but very sensitive... we will not 
 allow any function that has a critical business need to be in one location 
 only." 
Similarly, they consider whether service under consideration requires some 
level of flexibility or resilience in terms of business continuity: 
 "We would still have an element of business outsourced for flexibility.
 Something that we are doing for a time now, something that we might 
 need at the beginning of a product launch but we might not need it in the 
 future..." (Neil) 
or purely for benchmarking performance for certain services: 
 "If nothing else, then to be able to provide benchmarking activities across 
 the board,...driving performance…we have activities that are done in 
 numerous locations so that we can champion challenge - We are 
 gonna look at that  say, why is it that site A is better at tech support than 
 site B and ultimately what that controls going forward is what 
 resources we put where." (Neil) 
Accordingly, it was found that the decision tree also allows Neil and his team to 
identify the division of service between in-house and partners. For example, the 
outcome of the decision could be to source the service under consideration 
through single or multiple in-house sites, single or multiple outsourcing partners, 
single or multiple offshoring partners, or shared between in-house and partner 
sites: 
 "[the] same matrix [is used to] decide on location [and] the partners… 
 some of our activities [may cut] across two outsourced locations [but] 
 with one partner…some of our activities [may cut] across two [different 
 partners], and a lot of our activities [may be] between in-house and 




The current mix of sourcing provided Telecom X with benefits such as 
economies of scale, BCP, and flexibility. However, it also offered some level of 
internal competition between the sites and differential service performance 
between sites, as exemplified by Neil: 
 "…we always try to make sure not only for business continuity but also 
 for kind of performance, driving performance, we have activities done in 
 numerous locations so that we can champion challenge - We are gonna 
 look at that say, why is it that site A is better at tech support than site B 
 and ultimately what that controls going forward is what resources we put 
 where." 
Having multi-vendor, multi-sourcing and global service delivery models enable 
organisations to minimise risk, attain contingency, and pursue inter-supplier 
competitions (Taylor, 2010; Holtgrewe et al., 2009). Such sourcing models 
benefit organisations like Telecom X, by having an access to a variety of 
suppliers in terms of, for example accessing a skilled labour pool and 
capitalising resources and capabilities, as also highlighted by Taylor and Bain 
(2008). Accordingly, the decision making also entails that these benefits are 
attained through the chosen sourcing arrangement. This was also highlighted 
by Neil: 
 "…it's generally hard if you are recruiting just for a particular 
 flavour[service] for [particular] location… we generally make sure that our 
 centres are split across at least two or three disciplines[service 
 activities]…look at the types of resources that we will need to have…[to 
 make] the decision that whether we should be in-housing it, offshoring, 
 onshoring." 
To a great extent, it could be implied that the sourcing structure of Telecom X is 
highly dispersed and for good reasons stated above. Studies, however, have 
reported that such globally dispersed organisations are increasingly facing 
difficulties in managing and coordinating the network thereby, incurring 
additional costs (Larsen, Manning and Pedersen, 2013; Dibbern et al., 2008; 
Stringfellow et al., 2008). For this and other offshoring related issues, Telecom 
X are consolidating their sourcing footprint and are being selective about their 
sourcing strategy.  
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Giovanna exemplifies this further: 
 "We are consolidating and we are exiting a number of locations and 
 number of sites. We will be very much consolidating outsourced 
 footprint." 
In addition to the factors contributing to the make-buy decision making, 
commercial models of outsourcing were found to be playing an important role in 
formulating the agreements between Telecom X and their outsourced partners.  
Telecom X has blended various commercial models, that is, input, output and 
outcome driven commercial models highlighted by Fitzgerald and Willcocks 
(1994). This mixture considers both the governance and pricing of the 
outsourcing that seems to be deeply rooted in scientific management principles. 
For example, Neil highlights: 
  "For some partners, we give them a piece of work and we are almost 
 paying them… in fully managed, you give the responsibility to the partner 
 to do everything[fixed fee]… you have hours[time/material based]… and 
 then minutes/calls model [Transaction based], [or] cost plus model [cost 
 plus management fee].."  
Fundamentally, these models are based on quantitative input and output of 
resources to achieve internal efficiency relating to service and hence are 
reflective of mass-production principles. 
The primary challenge associated with input and output models is that of vendor 
opportunism which has also been highlighted in this study as well as in previous 
studies (e.g., see McIvor, 2013; Nicholson and Aman, 2008). Similarly, Neil 
suggested that the disadvantage of transaction based models is that the 
outcome in terms of service satisfaction may be eroded. In other words, 
suppliers could end up under-resourcing service personnel and yet, fulfil the 
number of transactions expected by the principal, to protect supplier margin. 
This may result in either loss of efficiency or loss of service quality. As a result, 
outcome based model such as risk and reward is overlaid on top of transaction 




As Neil suggested: 
 "You have risk/reward on top of [the pricing model]. Depending upon 
 what  the conversion rates are (in case of sales), or NPS/FCR, [penalize 
 or reward them]… the better [the] quality, or [sales conversion], or NPS, 
 the more money you will earn. when they never hit the target, which 
 means they might not handle 160 calls,  [it will result in fine]…when they 
 are trying to run a sweatshop, they are not going to be very well on risk 
 and reward. So they might get hit again… because quality will be poor." 
Therefore, vendor opportunism was found to be addressed by having 
appropriate risk and reward contract or performance/outcome based contracting 
in place. Ng et al. (2009) suggest that having outcome based contracting and 
systems view enforces parent organisations and suppliers to view service as 
one single system than two separate firms and customer systems. In other 
words, rather than the supplier working for self-interest, both the parent 
organisation and supplier would work towards common goals of achieving, for 
example, efficiency and service quality. However, the evidence of such 
contracting in the case of contact centres is largely absent in the current 
literature. 
However, a systems' view is not merely confined to performance or outcome 
based contracting being in place, but also is about aligning the parent 
organisation's ethos and expectations towards service provision with that of 
supplier's (Ng et al., 2009). It is important to highlight here, that in the case of 
Telecom X, managers are also considering whether the agent under 
examination qualify in terms of sharing socio-technical aspects of the service - 
combination of both tangible (e.g. technology, infrastructure) and intangible (e.g. 
knowledge, skills) components of the service. As highlighted by Giovanna: 
 "…it's important that no matter who we partner with, they are [buy] into 
 our goals objectives, ethics and everything that we believe in is a brand 
 that they actually buy in and the people buy into that...Is this environment 
 which is actually going to create a nice environment for agent population, 
 management population." 
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These are the expressions of an integrated view of service as a system built of 
several complex interdependencies between the firm(s), service personnel, and 
customers. These attributes have also been highlighted by Ng and Briscoe 
(2012) however, within the context of outcome based contracting in 
manufacturing. Nonetheless, such thinking goes beyond the traditional scientific 
and economical choices and rationalisation of commercial pricing models 
described and discussed in the literature in abundance (e.g., see Dintrans et al., 
2014; Fitzgerald and Willcocks, 1994).  
This study suggests that sourcing decisions are therefore not always bounded 
by economic factors, such as labour cost savings, but there are various other 
motives of sourcing. It has already been argued by Huws, Flecker and 
Dahlmann (2004), that sourcing decisions, whether domestic or offshore, are 
compounded with many non-cost related factors in addition to cost, which have 
been further exemplified in this study. These include the ability to have flexible 
capacity, business continuity, performance specific needs, and skills required to 
perform the service. In addition, this study identified that sourcing decisions 
need to take into account the complex interdependencies between the principal, 
agent and the customer in order to achieve the relevant gains. This requires a 
systems' thinking approach than merely applying a scientific logic.  
5.7 Measuring and managing the 'Sweet Spot' 
Throughout the interviews with managers of Telecom X, it was revealed that 
fundamentally the strategic focus of contact centre and its management is to 
achieve the 'sweet spot' of cost, quality and value. More importantly, the quality 
of service delivered and value add through service by Telecom X's contact 
centres were discussed in-depth during the interviews. 
Although Telecom X is heavily involved in attaining this sweet spot through the 
PTC programme and reconsideration of sourcing strategy, it is not devoid of 
what Raz and Blank (2007:87) highlighted as 'organisational ambivalence' in 
their study - a conflict between what senior management verbally declare about 
their focus, the realities of service operation, and what is actually being 
measured and managed. In the case of Telecom X however this conflict 
fundamentally stems from the detachment or at least, a weak link between the 
customer satisfaction and customer loyalty.  
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For example, several studies have reported that positive relation between 
customer satisfaction and customer loyalty in context of services, or in context 
of specific industry (e.g., Yuen & Chan, 2010; Kumar et al., 2009; Lovelock and 
Wirtz, 2004; Malhotra and Mukherjee, 2003; Gerpott et al., 2001). For example, 
Yuen and Chan (2010) suggested in the context of retail services that physical 
aesthetics, reliability and problem solving capacity are some of the key factors 
that are positively related to customer satisfaction and hence, customer loyalty. 
Similarly, in case of telecom mobile operators, Gerpott et al. (2001) suggested 
that customer satisfaction drives customer loyalty 
However, this study finds that customer satisfaction may not always guarantee 
customer loyalty. Recall from Chapter 4, that those customers satisfied with the 
positive service encounter with service personnel may not necessarily be loyal 
as the product seems to be influential to service objectives. To re-iterate, 
comments of some of the customers extracted from customer satisfaction data 
of Telecom X, rated their interaction 10/10 on NPS however, did not express 
loyalty with Telecom X due to the product or other issues: 
 "Advisor really friendly and professional. Still looking to leave X but not 
 due to the advisor today" 
 "The staff have been very helpful its the coverage that lets X down" 
In contrast, some of the customers who have rated their last service encounter 
10/10, express their loyalty in conjunction, however, with the monetary value 
they benefited from rather than their interaction with service personnel: 
 "Great that X offered me a package that made it an easy decision to 
 remain loyal & Thanks and thank you to Carl your customer advisor." 
 "No, other than I'm happy that I've been offered a great new deal  in 
 recognition of my customer loyalty. Thank you." 
Therefore, the purpose and relevance of NPS as a measure seem dubious as 
the relationship between the price, product quality, customer loyalty, customer 
satisfaction, and attributes of service personnel in managing service 




As a result of this asymmetrical relationship, it is difficult to establish whether 
the 'sweet spot' is being measured accurately, let alone being achieved. 
From service management view point therefore, if cost-to-serve, service quality 
and customer value are key objectives of service management and if these 
three tenets are mediated by the core product, then there has to be a clear 
alignment between objectives of service management, the performance 
measures that managers must use to assess the performance of the service 
and be aware of factors that might influence the attainment of 'sweet spot'.  
5.8 Summary 
To date, studies have portrayed both dichotomous as well as hybrid images of 
customer service work. For example, Taylor and Bain (1999) offered two 
contrasting images of customer service work firstly one that exemplifies the 
production-line - the Taylorist approach to organising and managing customer 
service work. Proponents of this image have consistently described customer 
service work as low-skilled, simple, routinized, highly divisionalised and tightly 
controlled customer service activities. The second image is that customer 
service work is skilled and complex. The service structure of this service work is 
flat with multi-functional and multi-skilled teams managed through an approach 
that is described as 'empowered and flexible' although whether the workforce 
feels empowered is beyond the scope of this thesis.  
This study found both supporting and contrasting attributes of customer service 
work. In particular, the attributes of customer service work as evident in 
Telecom X exemplify both mechanistic and organic forms of customer service 
work. Whilst such hybrid images of customer service work have also been 
considered elsewhere (e.g., see Frenkel et al., 1998; Korczynski, 2001; Batt 
and Moynihan, 2002; Raz and Blank, 2007), the argument here is that such 
organisation of customer service work is not necessarily competing or 
contradictory in nature. 
As seen in the case of Telecom X, functional divisions of labour were apparent 
within the contact centres. Despite this, there are also multi-skilled teams, 
horizontal communication and integration within and across departments. Such 
a combination has also perceived positively in the literature, although not with 
specific reference to contact centres (Adler et al., 1999; Jansen et al., 2005; 
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Sheremata, 2000). In addition, service personnel have a degree of autonomy 
and control over interactions with the customer especially, 'out of the box' 
thinking (in the case of technical support activities).   Service personnel were 
encouraged to feedback process improvements and were made to listen to their 
own calls for self-improvement. However, forms of de-skilling, standardisation of 
work and monitoring in the form of prescriptive processes, use of solutions on 
the knowledge base, routine workflows, and monitoring of service personnel's 
activities on the knowledge base as well as through use of KPI’s, also prevailed 
in Telecom X. These characteristics imply that mechanistic and organic 
attributes of the organisation may co-exist within a single service organisation. 
Managers believed that there is definitely a 'sweet spot' between cost-to-serve, 
service quality and value, however, organisations such as Telecom X have to 
have a correct alignment between achieving this sweet spot, through 
management practice, and the metrics used to measure the service.  
Several studies have highlighted that ambidextrous strategies and different 
organisational forms create paradoxical challenges and hence are often seen 
as contradictory and conflicting (cf. Smith and Lewis, 2011; Jansen et al. 2009; 
2005; Benner and Tushman, 2003; Adler et al., 1999; Teece et al., 1997). Rigid 
organisational structures are often seen as incompatible with flexible 
organisation strategies and their objectives to be able to respond to 
environmental complexity and uncertainty (Christensen et al., 2008; Schultz and 
Schultz, 2003; Burns and Stalker, 2005). In the case of contact centres the 
service structure, organisation and management of services have been found to 
follow one or the other strategic proposition that is, either efficiency focused or 
quality focused.  
There is substantial evidence in management literature that organisations ought 
to recognise and embrace the complementary features of ambidextrous 
strategies and management approaches (e.g., see Raish and Birkinshaw, 2008; 
Graetz and Smith, 2008; Benner & Tushman, 2003). Furthermore, several 
authors have also suggested that strategic and managerial Ambidexterity may 
lead to a superior performance (e.g., Kouropalatis et al. 2012; Gibson and 




In the context of contact centres however, the empirical evidence is growing 
although not yet conclusive (e.g., Piers Ellway (2014); Jasmand et al. (2012); 
Piercy and Rich (2009)). 
Nonetheless, this study suggests that if contact centres are to follow hybrid 
strategic propositions, then the service management approach should be 
contingent to hybrid strategic propositions. Strategic leadership and the service 
structure, the organisation of service work, labour process, performance 
measures and managerial thinking need aligning to the demands of a hybrid 
strategy. 
As Clegg et al. (2002) suggested, "paradox and contradiction are part of the 
fabric of organisational life and need to be recognised and managed 
accordingly" (cited in Graetz and Smith, 2008:13). However, the literature on 
contact centres is critical of the paradox of customer service work and 




Chapter 6 : Service management in Telecom services' contact 
centres 
6.1 Introduction 
Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 discussed the strategic value of contact centres to 
telecommunication services organisations and customer service work and 
management attributes in Telecom X. The purpose of this chapter is to 
synthesise these findings towards addressing research question three that is, 
how relevant are the existing narratives of contact centre service management 
to customer service attributes and the management practice of the contact 
centre under examination and more widely? The chapter discusses traditional 
and contemporary antecedents including scientific management, Fayolism and 
a systems' thinking approach within the strategic objectives of service 
management. The chapter then concludes with a proposal of a theoretical 
model of service management.  
6.2 Taylorism in Telecom X 
To date, narratives of contact centres service management practice are deeply 
rooted in Taylorism. Authors have long highlighted and debated the prevalence 
of Taylorism and its nuances in contact centres service design and the impact 
of these attributes on labour process and service delivery (Lloyd, 2016; 
Mirchandani, 2012; Robinson and Morley, 2007; Korczynski, 2001; Taylor et al., 
2002; Callaghan and Thompson, 2001; Taylor and Bain, 1999; Fernie and 
Metcalf, 1998). Although there are certain studies that have discussed anti-
Taylorist designs of contact centre services (Taylor et al., 2013; Koskina and 
Keithley, 2010; Weinkopf, 2006; Batt and Moynihan, 2002; Korczynski, 2001; 
Frenkel et al., 1998), Taylorism remains a central antecedent in explaining the 
nature of customer service work and management practice in contact centres.  
From the findings presented in Chapter 5, the following attributes of Telecom X 
could be compared to Taylorist or mass-production attributes of managing 
contact centre services: 
 Budget and target driven strategies to measure output; 
 Standardisation of service processes; 
 Functional specialisation and hierarchical decision making; 
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 Managing and controlling people against budget and targets; 
 Transaction bound and piece-based contracts with suppliers 
(outsourcing); 
To begin with, it was found that Telecom X held a dual-strategic proposition 
when it comes to contact centres services. In other words, the management 
focus was on controlling the cost-to-serve through efficient service delivery as 
well as differentiating on quality of service provided to its customers. This 
implies that Telecom X's contact centre services may fall into what Batt and 
Moynihan (2002) described as 'hybrid' contact centres, as far as their strategic 
proposition is concerned.  
However, what Korczynski (2001) described as 'mass-customised bureaucracy' 
may be more appropriate to describe the service management practice in 
Telecom X's contact centres. For example, the de-skilling of service work 
through standardisation of service processes, enforcement of prescribed steps 
to perform service using a knowledge base, functional, cross-organisational and 
cross-border division of labour and managerial control through real-time 
monitoring and through performance measures are all attributes of Taylorist 
design and management practice evident in Telecom X's contact centres. In 
addition, monitoring service personnel's schedule, shift-timings, breaks and their 
activities whilst on the job are also exemplars of the scientific management of 
customer service work in Telecom X. In the context of outsourcing and 
offshoring, attributes of Taylor's (1911) practice of piece-based activity 
allocation and reward mechanisms were also evident in commercial pricing 
models utilised by Telecom X. Considering these attributes, there is little doubt 
that Taylorism is alive in Telecom X's contact centres.  
However, Taylorism has been never fully appraised in context of management 
activities of contact centre services. Firstly, Taylorism as a management 
practice was often criticised for ignoring human agency issues that were 
highlighted by studies to date in the context of contact centres. These issues 
stemmed from the assumption that Taylorism was designed to meet the 
efficiency and prosperity goals of employers. This is indeed a correct 




In his thesis, Taylor (1911) himself clarified that his principles of scientific 
management aimed at the efficiency, growth and prosperity of both - employer 
and employees. Taylor (1911) always promoted the training of employees not 
only so that they can learn the job and stay with the company (Taneja, 2011) 
but also in interests of their welfare and prosperity. He was wary of the tedious 
and monotonous nature of work performed in the pig iron factory where he 
conducted his experiments. As a result, he carefully examined fatigue and 
efficiency to incorporate rest and work schedules (Taneja, 2011) so that 
workers could perform to the best of their abilities and well-being. In addition, 
Taylor (1911) also suggested that further studies should be conducted to 
identify the motivations of employees towards work. Thus, it would be safe to 
assert that the criticisms towards Taylorism especially that of neglecting the 
human agency needs further scrutiny. 
Secondly, Taylorist practices in contact centres were often seen as causal to 
the quantity and quality trade-offs. These trade-offs have often been of concern 
amongst service personnel delivering the service and managers managing the 
performance of service personnel and hence the overall service. This also 
raised ambiguities for service personnel in terms of quantity and quality 
performance based rewards and penalties thereby causing performance 
management challenges for managers.  
The overarching assumption made here was that the objective of Taylorism as 
a management practice is to attain efficiency only (Pruijt, 1997; Robinson and 
Morley, 2007; Saari and Pyoria, 2015; Dharamdass and Fernando, 2017). 
However, it is to be noted that Taylor (1911) was not oblivious to the sacrificial 
tendency of quality against the goals of quantity. Taylor (1911:90) himself 
warned in narrating his work at the bicycle ball factory that: 
 "One of the dangers to be guarded against, when the pay of the man or 
 woman is made in any way to depend on the quantity of the work done, 
 is that in an effort to increase the quantity, the quality is apt to 
 deteriorate". 
 
Taylor (1911) suggested that management should be ready to offer extra wages 
to employees for performing better, however, pay-reward and pay-penalty 
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should be carefully balanced on the basis of both the quantity and quality of the 
work. He also proposed that a separate quality department should be in place to 
check the quality of the work produced. Therefore, quality was of concern to 
Taylor (1911). However, his concerns have been largely ignored within contact 
centres research thereby highlighting an incomplete analysis of Taylor's 
contributions. 
Thirdly, however, the fundamental problem with Taylorism is that although 
"Taylor’s management principles are general principles…" (Brunsson, 2008:38), 
in the case of contact centres, these general principles have been mostly used 
to analyse attributes of customer service work at an operational level or in other 
words, the 'bottom' level of organisational work.  However, management of 
services as exemplified by consultants and managers of Telecom X's contact 
centres entailed various other activities as well as operational work that could 
not be explained within the proximities of Taylor's principles of management. 
For example, the top-down nature of command and decision making within 
Telecom X's contact centres, co-ordination within various functions across and 
within organisations, demand and capacity forecasting, planning and 
management, unity of direction, teamwork and delegating lines of authority and 
responsibility to team leaders were all fundamental managerial elements at 
Telecom X's contact centres. These elements were not comparable to Taylor's 
(1911) principles of scientific management. Therefore, the question that 
emerged during analysing the data collected for this study was - what describes 
the managerial practice in Telecom X? When investigated further, Henri Fayol's 
(1949) principles of management offered a contribution. 
6.3 Fayolism in contact centres 
As reviewed in Chapter 2, Fayol (1949) contributed to understanding 
management activities of planning, organising, co-ordinating, and controlling not 
only workers and their tasks but the organisation as a whole. This aspect 
fundamentally contrasts and enhances the understanding of contact centres 
service management in Telecom X. As such, the elements of Fayol's principle of 
management warranted further comparison with the findings of this study. 
 
Firstly, it is important to note the overarching approach of management practice. 
For instance, Parker and Ritson (2005) noted that Fayol (1949) emphasised a 
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'top-down' approach to management whereas Taylor's (1911) approach was 
'bottom-up'. In case of Telecom X, the former could be exemplified by its very 
structure. Neil noted in his narrative that: 
 "[In other organisations]… customer service tears off into the 
 financial department or marketing department or into sales or 
 support. Sometimes, it could be two or three levels down from the   
 board table. That's one big change [difference between this and   
 other organization]." 
So customer service is often seen as a support function and hence the decision 
making for this organisation is not as much linked to the leadership team. In 
contrast, Telecom X's contact centres are governed by Neil whose manager is 
the Chief Executive Officer (CEO), holding power and influence: 
 "In our level, my boss and chief of customer service sits on the 
 board… Ultimately, she has a veto.[and] has the power to make   
 those decisions." 
Secondly, for Fayol (1949), the authority element is diverse in the sense that 
management activity is undertaken by numerous individuals spread throughout 
the organization (Parker and Ritson, 2005:182). In the case of Telecom X for 
example, Neil noted that there are four key operational areas: 
 "we have four operational areas which are again further split into   
 [other areas/functions] ..[we have an] individual who operationally   
 looks after all of the people who work in out B2B world… we have an   
 an individual who looks after all of our consumer services. We then   
 have a lady who looks after all of our consumer sales activity… we   
 have a chap who kind of sits across two of those divisions who is   
 responsible for our outsourcing… " 
In addition, the delegation of authority and responsibility and existence of teams 
were also observed in Telecom X's service structure. Further to function and 
team specific roles and responsibilities, there were also task-specific 
managerial activities including designing, budgeting, planning, resourcing and 




 "So there's a chap who does design, delivery and quality… there's   
 my role which is a group of different functions grouped together 
 needed to support the contact centre - to understand the budget,   
 create the budget. I have a group of people who do the resource   
 planning management… We then have a group of people who do our 
 real time day management… 
Thirdly, there is a holistic view of the organisation in terms of the overall 
management within Telecom X:  
 "What makes us different to other really large ones is we run it as a   
 one single business unit. If you look at some of the [organisations]   
 quite similar to us, they will tend to run a retail division end to end   
 over here and there, corporate division over here and there. They run 
 [each segment of business as different units]. We decided to run as   
 one entire organization." (Neil) 
This was also underpinned by Fayol (1949) in his advocacy of a holistic 
approach to management. Fourthly, through interviews with Neil and other 
managers from different functions, it was identified that all shared one single 
objective of Telecom X, that is, to become number one for service, thereby, 
further exemplifying the top-down unity of direction - Fayol's (1949) belief was 
that there should one plan and the same objective. This objective was also 
exemplified by independent consultants in designing and planning contact 
centres and by mangers in case of Telecom X, referring to it as 'mission and 
vision statement'.  
Similarly, fair remuneration, as advocated by Fayol (1949) was also exemplified 
by Neil in his narrative of the organisation-wide performance pay system. 
Although his views were not significantly different to that of Taylor (1911) in this 
regard, Fayol (1949) added that that beyond financial remuneration, employers 
should account for health, strength, education and moral stability of employees: 
 "organizations may separate out the contact centres. [However] what 
 you can quite then find the tension in the centres. May be, for 
 example,  the bonus scheme in one [centre] may be different to the   
 bonus scheme in another [centre]. One of them has decided that it   
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 has got enough budget for Christmas party whereas the other hasn't. 
 These are the things you make sure are common when you're 
 running a  single operation." (Neil) 
Fayol's (1949) principles of management are often treated as complementary to 
Taylor's (1911) scientific management principles in terms of the rigid approach 
to organisation, the division of labour, centralised planning, management and 
control of employees (Parker and Ritson, 2005; Brunsson, 2008). Fayol's 
principles have also been referred to as 'European scientific management' 
(Brunnson, 2008:41). As a result of such complementary attributes, Fayol's 
contributions may have been ignored not only by contact centre researchers to 
date but also in the context of general management, as has been highlighted by 
Brunnson (2008).  
Our current understanding and appraisal of management practice in contact 
centres are incomplete without Fayol as his principles explain management 
activities which Taylor may have implicitly assumed in his work. For example, 
where Fayol (1949) clearly distinguishes from Taylor (1911) is the esprit de 
corps principle in Fayol's (1949) management principles. With reference to this, 
Fayol (1949) highlighted that where possible, communication within, between 
and across the functions should be encouraged to leverage the holistic 
management of the organisation and hence provide the flexibility required. In 
some ways therefore, Fayol's (1949) contribution could be considered 
foundational to systems' thinking approach. The following section discusses 
these contributions within systems' thinking context. 
6.4 Systems' thinking in Telecom X 
In chapter 2, the paradigm of systems' thinking in contact centres was 
discussed as one of the contemporary antecedents in line with other post-
Taylorist approaches - a break away from a Tayloristic mass-production logic to 
service management in contact centres. 
The attributes of a systems' thinking approach (Seddon, 2003) were evident in 
following activities X's service management practice: 
 Outside-in approach to viewing service provision from an external 
efficiency and customer's perspective; 
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 Demand management approach wherein demand is categorised into 
'value' demand and 'failure' demand with an aim to eliminate failure 
demand; 
 Holistic organisational improvement through organisational integration 
(e.g. using initiatives such as organisational-wide performance bonus 
systems) 
 Ethos of learning the problems associated with service processes and 
service personnel 
 Co-operative attitude to suppliers (outsourced partners) 
 Managing on the basis of the quality of the service as opposed to internal 
efficiency only. 
For instance, it has already been identified how Fayolistic or top-down the 
approach to organisation and management is evident in case of Telecom X. In 
addition, the study also highlighted the scientific attributes of demand and 
capacity management in terms of planning, forecasting and organising the 
demand and capacity of service personnel in contact centres. This study has 
also established that Telecom X's approach to service management is 'outside-
in' in the sense that the focus is on managing service against customer 
demand. During the interviews with Neil, he often highlighted how he and his 
team are working towards the PTC reduction by reducing the failure demand 
being handled by the contact centres. In other words, what they were really 
trying to achieve is filtering and identification of problems that are originating in 
contact centres versus those originating from the rest of the organisations by: 
"being transparent about the black box [contact centres] and trying to 
make it clear what's your [contact centre's] internal problem versus your 
external problem and secondly, being very good at pulling inside out 
[outside-in] of your call centre and turning that into actionable and 
tangible items…" 
Fundamentally, this is the foremost priority of contact centres operating within a 
systems' thinking paradigm (Seddon, 2003), which was also evident in the case 
of Telecom X. Demand and capacity management entailed pulling the contact 
centres 'outside in' through its PTC programme. As such, not only did this 
leverage service quality through improved processes and delivery of these 
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processes but further leveraged internal efficiency through optimisation of 
demand and capacity. As Neil noted: 
 "[It] is all about understanding the number of contacts we do with our 
 customers and eradicating failure demand [which] reduce ultimately the 
 total amount of labour [and] the labour costs". 
Further, there have been references made by managers, about attaining 
organisation-wide commitment and integration:  
 "We are getting a lot better at that these days by making sure that it is all 
 harmonized and getting the best out of the support strategy. Our 
 management team has managers in CS, Marketing, Networks, Finance 
 and Fraud.  That was a challenge historically but we are getting a lot 
 better at that these days by working together." (Peter) 
Neil highlighted that adopting practices such as an organisation wide 
performance bonus system, cross-functional communication, collective learning 
and problem-solving enabled such integration in Telecom X: 
 "everybody has [the customer service bonus] in their remuneration 
 scheme, so even if we weren't forthcoming as a CS [contact centre], we 
 have a whole army of people coming towards us saying that part of their 
 bonus is coming from us and they need you to help them understand 
 how we can help them. Nobody felt like the problems were somebody 
 else's. Everybody  understood that there was a bit of problem here and 
 there, and we [emphasised] the need to sort it out." 
In addition, there is an ethos of learning about problems at a strategic or 
managerial level. Neil highlights how to listen to their own calls and identify 
areas of improvement in addition to the coaching and training sessions that they 
are offered: 
 "our agents can listen to their own calls. We hope that they start to feel 
 a bit more responsible for themselves. So that they don't need horrible 
 traditional call centre method of team manager-agent [relationship] or 
 parent child. We can start to reverse that model now. It's the agent job to 
 become better and hence, they have to let the team manager know 
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 where they want to be coached, listen to their own calls, and they should 
 tell them where they have to become better." 
There is therefore, some level of expectation of autonomous learning and self-
management. Systems' thinking is thus embedded at the operational level as 
well.  
Furthermore, although the contractual elements associated with sourcing exhibit 
scientific management aspects, as both Neil and Giovanna, highlighted, 
Telecom X's partners are fundamentally a co-operative network of national and 
international outsourced partners, which are bound by outcome based 
contracts.  Operations are based on the quality of service as well as output or 
efficiency based contracts. Thus, managing the service both internally and 
externally is driven by a system's purpose to provide service quality rather than 
merely internal efficiency. 
Taylorism or a mass-production paradigm is often seen as opposite or in 
contrast to a systems' thinking paradigm (Seddon, 2003; Jaaron and 
Backhouse, 2011a). In the case of Telecom X's contact centres, however, 
attributes of Taylorism, Fayolism and systems' thinking appear to co-exist.  
What is common between Taylorism and systems' thinking, is the need for 
employees to buy into the shared beliefs, practices, the vision and goals of an 
organisation. Callaghan and Thompson (2001) described these practices as 
bureaucratic and normative controls respectively which are fundamental to the 
success of contact centres. The head of training at Telecom X, Chuck, 
highlighted the content of their training includes background knowledge of the 
brand, their vision, messages, and other things to help them[service personnel] 
identify themselves what is good and bad service. Fundamentally, both 
systems' thinking paradigm and Taylorism operate on the principles of 
bureaucratic and normative controls. Whether the purpose is to achieve 
efficiency and prosperity or to deliver what customers want, training on these 
aspects and embedding such controls is be fundamental to contact centre 




Lastly, both a systems' thinking paradigm and Taylorism have performance 
based rewards and bonus systems as common practices. This was evident in 
Jaaron and Backhouse's (2009) research on systems' thinking in contact 
centres and Taylor's (1911) on differential pay systems.   
In terms of a systems' thinking approach to leadership, Friends (2013:3) 
suggested that in order to turn contact centres into learning organisations and 
break from linear thinking (or mass-production logic  thinking) "a person must 
shift from seeing the world primarily from a linear perspective to seeing and 
acting systematically". Accordingly, contact centre leaders ought to recognise 
that decision making is based on shared understanding of interrelationships and 
a collaborative approach of resolving challenges through managers, service 
personnel, customers and others within the organisation (Friends, 2013). In 
addition and supported by Cleveland (2012), Friends (2013) also highlights that 
managers should have a supportive culture towards employees through 
processes of empowerment and focus on employee needs and satisfaction in 
terms of what service personnel need - to leverage their motivation and 
performance. These themes have also been echoed by Jaaron and Backhouse 
(2011a), Seddon and O'Donovan (2010) and others. 
In reality, however, this is difficult to achieve. In the case of Telecom X for 
example, whilst Neil exhibits such leadership thinking, he also suggested that 
this ideal is not achieved. For instance, he differentiates between 'good' 
managers who follow this approach to leadership and leverage performance 
through learning and motivating service personnel and 'bad' managers who 
manage by numbers rather than focusing on how to achieve those numbers:  
 "What you'll find is good managers who understand [that] if they want to 
 help agent improve their AHT, they will think how…one agent is doing 
 differently to other agent and compare/contrast the steps taken by 
 individual agents and see where they are doing things differently…Bad 
 managers manage by numbers. All they do is compare numbers." 
There is thus a contrast in the approach and thinking of the leadership team and 
that of certain operational managers and team leaders. This can contradict the 
objective of a common vision and the shared ethos of learning and 
management role that is behind systems' thinking (Jaaron and Backhouse, 
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2011a; Seddon (2003). The differences in management approach, the sense of 
purpose of service provision, managing service personnel's learning, 
development and motivation may result in performance variation.  For a 
systems thinker, this may seem to be jeopardising the very achievement of the 
service system's purpose through systems' thinking and ultimately attainment of 
the ‘sweet spot’ between efficiency, cost and quality in contact centres. 
This is where the co-existence of Taylorist, Fayolist and systems' thinking 
comes into play. Contact centres can only deliver both cost reduction and 
service quality and hence value (Piercy and Rich, 2009) when there is a 
combination of top-down leadership and bottom-up integration, to leverage the 
'outside-in' initiatives of contact centres. There has to be a pluralistic alignment 
of scientific and administrative managerial practices along with managerial 
thinking to drive the purpose of the service so that the practice delivers that 
purpose. Only then, strategic plurality is attained. In summary, there are 
complementary attributes between all the three paradigms and therefore these 
paradigms can simultaneously serve as antecedents to re-enforce the 
understanding of management practice of contact centre services. 
6.5 Service management in Telecom X 
Service management is a holistic approach that emphasises a fundamental shift 
of management focus from product-based utility to the quality of service (see 
Normann, 1984; Gronroos, 1990). Here, the 'holistic' approach entails 
integration of the factors of production (including physical, technology and 
service personnel), systems and customers operate as a system to produce 
and deliver the quality of service. 'Holistic' approach also means intra-
organisational and cross-functional collaboration to manage the quality of 
service provision. In addition, there is an emphasis on development and 
management of organisation and service personnel towards leveraging the 
commitment to quality focused goals and objectives of the organisation 
(Gronroos, 1990) rather than focusing on internal efficiency.   
This study has highlighted that the foundations of service management are very 
similar to that of a systems' thinking paradigm. Attributes of service 
management including customer focused holistic organisation-wide approaches 
to achieving and managing a shared vision of the organisation equate to 
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systems' thinking in contact centres. In addition, there seem to be 
commonalities between service management and systems' thinking narratives 
in terms of how both differentiate from traditional mass-production management 
practices that were fundamentally driven by cost reduction motives and 
attaining economies of scale (Gronroos, 1990; Normann, 1984). For Telecom X 
however, service management is not just confined to systems' thinking but a 
combination of three philosophies namely, Taylorism, Fayolism and Systems 
thinking, for managing various elements of service provision.  
Gronroos (1990) also highlighted that service management is a perspective 
resulting from multi or inter-disciplinarity and different yet inter-related views 
about managing service. Through the findings of this study, this 'perspective' 
can be further elaborated. The very term 'perspective' means a viewpoint or 
attitude towards something (management in this case). To hold a service 
management perspective is for managers to accept and embrace the plurality of 
the strategic goals and objectives of the organisation that is simultaneous 
pursuit of cost-to-serve, service quality and value. As such, it is vital that 
managers of Telecom X recognise that there needs not to be a trade-off 
between following one scientific, administrative and systems' thinking approach. 
This perspective is also about adopting an ambidextrous leadership style and 
way of thinking. Embracing that depends on the purpose, appropriate practice 
and relevant tools to be adopted and adapted for the the simultaneous 
attainment of cost, quality and value at optimum levels. Thus, a service 
management perspective is to eliminate 'one size fits all' and embrace 'fit for 
purpose' thinking and management practice. This enables getting closer to what 
underpins service science. 
Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 discussed a pluralist focus on the strategic value of 
contact centre services and the pluralist nature of customer service work and its 
management attributes. The purpose of this chapter was to synthesise the 
findings of this study in order to address how relevant are the existing narratives 
of contact centre service management to customer service attributes and 




Exploring the nature of customer service work and management attributes of 
Telecom X has revealed that principles of scientific management by Taylor 
(1911) are still relevant to the understanding of service organisation and 
management in contact centres.  
However, Taylorism itself does not contribute to the understanding of service 
management of Telecom X's contact centres in their entirety. Elements of a 
systems' thinking paradigm (Seddon, 2003) and Fayol's (1949) principles of 
management are relevant with regards to contact centre services and their 
management. All three paradigms overlap one another, as well as having 
certain distinctive elements and objectives. This is illustrated in figure 6.1 below. 
Figure 6.2 (see p. 178) illustrates that the three tenets of focus for X's contact 
centres namely cost-to-serve, quality of service, and to add value to both 
customers and the organisation. These tenets are fundamental objectives of 
service management practice and, which are not independent of the product 
associated with the service provided by the contact centre. In other words, the 
product remains fundamental to the success of the attainment of these 
objectives especially in case of telecommunication services. 
Therefore, the strategic focus of service management practice accommodates 
the individual and overlapping attributes of scientific, administrative and 
systems paradigms that serve as antecedents to service management practice. 
For example, standardisation, de-skilling of work, measuring and management 
organisation work in terms of output and budget were related to the Taylorist 
practice of work organisation.  
Similarly, the top-down direction of command, forecasting and planning, and 
delegation of authority was found to uniquely associated with Fayol's thinking of 
management practice. With systems' thinking, characteristics of Telecom X's 
practice contribute, such as managing against customer demand, performing 
towards a purpose (service quality) and organisation-wide integration and 





Figure 6.1 Theoretical Foundations of service management theory (Source: Author) 
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However, there are also some attributes that can be perceived as overlapping 
within these paradigms. For example, both Taylorism and Fayolism share 
characteristics such as centralisation of command, the division of labour, 
authority, order, discipline, remuneration of service personnel, monitoring and 
control. Similarly, it has also been highlighted that there are common attributes 
between Fayol's approach and systems' thinking such as a holistic approach to 
organisation and management.  Interestingly, this study also established some 
commonalities between Taylorism and systems' thinking. For example, both 
Taylor (1911) and systems' thinking proponents encourage training and 
development of personnel to meet the performance standards or as a systems 
thinker would suggest, the purpose of the organisation. In addition, personnel 
were encouraged to have shared values, vision and beliefs of the organisations 
which have been conceptualised by Callaghan and Thompson (2001) as 
attributes of bureaucratic and normative controls. 
 
Figure 6.2 Framework of service management (Source: Author) 
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This study also recommends that for service management practice to be 
established as a theory, an ambidextrous perspective to management needs 
incorporating. Service management entails that managers have to avoid 
'either/or' approach in adopting their approach to service management. 
Managers have to adopt ambidextrous or paradoxically both-and thinking  
(Hodgkinson et al., 2014) at both a strategic and operational level to achieve 
internal and external efficiency, and further competitive advantage through 
value.  
Finally, this study has laid the foundations of service management within 
service science by adopting a holistic approach to understand contact centre 
services within a service science context. However, true systems research and 
more importantly, true service science research should respect that 
understanding service systems is not about developing a finite, exhaustive, or 
'one best way' of understanding and managing service systems. Instead, this 
study proposes that further development of these foundations is necessary and 
continual for knowledge and contributions to evolve. Therefore, the model 
presented in this thesis should not be perceived as exhaustive and further 
evaluation should be undertaken to strengthen these foundations and appraise 
service management within the context of service science. 
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Chapter 7 : Conclusion and directions for future research 
7.1 Introduction 
This chapter concludes the thesis by reviewing the rationale and aim to explore 
contact centre service management within a service science context. It reviews 
the research questions set out for this study and how these research questions 
have been addressed. Thereafter, the chapter summarises the key 
contributions of this study towards the understanding of contact centre services 
and their management followed by discussing limitations and also directions for 
further research. Finally, personal reflections on both the research associated 
professional development and as a doctoral student are highlighted.  
7.2 Revisiting thesis rationale, aim and research questions 
The aim of this study was to explore contact centre service management within 
a service science context. Within this context, the purpose of this research was 
to explore the nature and evolution of contact centre services as service 
systems and the management of these service systems. As such, the research 
questions I had set out to achieve this aim were as follows: 
1. What is the strategic value of contact centre to organisations? 
2. What are the attributes of customer-service work and its management in 
contact centres? 
3. What are the existing narratives of customer service work and management 
practice of contact centres? 
4. How do these narratives inform the service management practice of the 
contact centre under examination and more widely?  
The rationale for this study primarily stemmed from theoretical gaps in 
knowledge regarding contact centre services and their management. The 
mainstream contact centre services literature is formed of multiple diverse 
strands that provide a detailed yet dilemmatic understanding of what contact 
centre services are, their value proposition to the businesses and how they are 
managed. Within these strands, debates have had a central focus on 
differentiating contact centre services on the spectrum of their strategic 
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propositions to the organisations and considering the attributes and nuances of 
Taylorism which characterised the management of labour process within these 
centres. In my view, 'management' of contact centres has been misconstrued 
as management of the labour process rather than a holistic consideration of the 
various activities and elements of services that are required in managing in 
contact centre services. As a result, there has been a limited consideration of 
understanding service management practice in contact centres except the 
systems' thinking service management approach exemplified by Seddon (2003) 
and his advocates.  
During the initial formulation of this study, several research related gaps were 
also found that formed further rationale to place this thesis within the context of 
service science. Firstly, the literature on contact centre services is scattered 
across disciplines (e.g. marketing, operations management and information 
systems) and relate to micro-level issues of service management (e.g. service 
quality, offshoring, capacity management).  The approach to contact centre 
services research is therefore often reductionist rather than holistic wherein the 
focus has been on 'parts' rather than the 'whole' (Ng and Maull, 2009). Several 
discipline specific and issue specific silos exist within the praxis of contact 
centre services research. With the emergence of service science, associated 
advocates conveyed that its purpose is to converge these silos and aim towards 
a holistic understanding of services (Spohrer and Maglio, 2008) and their 
management. Yet, there has been a lack of such convergence or an in-depth 
holistic approach to exploring specific contact centre services. These issues 
become especially concerning as contact centre services are becoming central 
to communications between organisations and customers.   
Lastly, the practice related issues were established as a result of theoretical and 
research related issues highlighted above. Consequently, the strategic value of 
contact centre services, the evidence of their evolution within industry and 
management practice is far from clear. An initial review of industry reports and 
academic literature on contact centre services has revealed that the latter is 
lagging in terms of understanding the evolution of products, services and the 
linkages between them. This is especially the case with the telecommunication 
industry where for example, the emergence of smartphones and mobile devices 
as complex products has rarely been taken into account when understanding 
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services and their management. Instead, contact centre services have been 
often investigated without much attention to the product.   
In summary, the rationale of this thesis was established from several 
theoretical, research related and practice related gaps in knowledge and 
understanding of contact centre services and their management.  
7.3 Addressing research questions and key contributions 
The study began with developing an initial understanding of contact centre 
services and their types, followed by the antecedents used to characterise the 
customer service work and its management in contact centres. In doing so, 
Taylor's scientific management or Taylorism, Braverman's labour process 
theory, Edwards' control systems and Foucault's panopticon prison were found 
to be initial antecedents used to describe and characterise customer service 
work and management in contact centres. While Taylorism remained the 
overarching management practice to characterise contact centres, other 
antecedents were also intertwined in the overall characterisation of labour 
process of contact centres. As such, six key dimensions emerged namely, 
standardisation through ICT, control, the structure of customer service work, 
discretion, skills and job complexity - often used to characterise customer 
service work and management in contact centres. As a complement to but also 
a divergence from Taylorism, the administrative management principles from 
Fayol (1949) proved to be of relevance to this study particularly as Fayol 
contributed to the forecasting and planning of work in organisations. However, 
his contributions have been largely neglected as an antecedent towards the 
understanding of customer service work and its management. 
Thereafter, contemporary narratives were reviewed, beginning with nuances of 
Taylorism such as neo- and post/anti- Taylorism on the basis of which, 
characteristics of customer service work and its management were found to be 
varied. In contrast, the emergence of a systems' thinking paradigm and how 
contact centres were viewed within this paradigm was critically reviewed. 
Alongside this service management as a phenomenon was introduced and 
reviewed. In doing so, similarities between systems' thinking and the 




The review also found that to date, service management has not been 
conceptualised holistically with reference to contact centre services. This is one 
of the gaps that this study aimed to address. Moreover, this study established 
some understanding and convergence between the emerging discipline of 
service science which is the study of service systems and service management 
and its common goals within a systems' thinking paradigm. Contact centre 
services were then contextualised within service science logic. 
This study was exploratory in nature. Exploration of service systems and their 
management require both objective and subjective lenses to view the world and 
obtain knowledge respectively (Reynolds and Holwell, 2010). As such, adopting 
an objective-subjective position also contextualised this study within the 
emerging discipline of service science wherein holistic understanding of service 
systems and their management is attained using a systems' thinking approach.  
I chose to interview elites within the field of contact centre services, who have 
specific expertise (Rose et al., 2014). These were senior managers, consultants 
and influential decision makers within the organisations (Harvey, 2010). These 
elites offered both broader (holistic) as well as function-specific 'know-how' 
(reductionist) views towards understanding contact centre services and their 
management. In addition, several other data sources such as artefacts collected 
during interviews, Internet forums, customer feedback data and news press 
were used to triangulate data.  
Interviewing elites can have specific limitations relating to the quality and 
credibility of data gathered during the study. However, being an 'insider' as well 
as 'outsider' to the exploration and context aided in counteracting power 
differences between myself and the participants, poor recollection of events by 
participants and rehearsed responses through my prior experience and iterative 
design of my interviewing procedure during the data collection. 
Data was analysed flexibly using a combination of general analytic induction 
and thematic analysis to generate relevant themes and narratives. Through 
constant reflection, verification with stakeholders of this study and multiple 
iterations of reporting, themes were scrutinised and refined before mapping the 
findings under relevant research questions. The following sections summarise 
these findings.    
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7.3.1 What is the strategic value of contact centre to the organisation? 
The findings of this study have revealed that the contact centres do not hold any 
single strategic value or purpose to Telecom X. Rather, it is regarded as a 
competitive differentiator in terms of quality of service provided as well as act as 
a profit-centre to generate revenue for the business. Thus, contact centre 
services hold a pluralist value proposition and not one or the other as is often 
suggested in the literature.  
Holding such a pluralist strategic position does not mean that contact centres 
are no longer perceived as 'cost-centres'. Rather, the very purpose of contact 
centres has been to provide services efficiently whilst controlling the cost-to-
serve. However, the means to achieve efficiency and control over costs have to 
be driven by utilising contact centres as sources of information for the rest of the 
business rather than through rationalisation and capitalisation of resources. The 
information obtained about product issues faced by customers or service 
process failures can be channelled through contact centres to the relevant 
functions of the organisation to improve products and processes.  
These improvements can reduce service failures that are often seen as the 
cause of drivers of cost-to-serve in contact centres. Reducing such failures can 
also lower cost-to-serve and offer an increased quality of service as perceived 
by the customer. Once the fundamental goals of cost and quality are attained, 
contact centres can then be utilised to leverage value through the sale of 
additional products and services contributing to revenue generation for the 
organisation. As such, service management in contact centre services entails 
three main tenets namely, cost-to-serve, efficiency and value, including quality 
of service and revenue generation opportunities. 
With equipment based services, however, price and product quality are the 
main drivers of customer loyalty. In the case of telecommunications services, 
the primary product is the network coverage and the smartphone bundles from 
the service provider such as Telecom X. Hence, value propositions of this 
contact centre appear to be driven by the product. The strategic value of contact 
centres to businesses such as Telecom X is therefore, fundamentally 
dependent on the quality of the product. 
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7.3.2 What are the attributes of customer service work and its 
management in contact centres? 
The review of literature in Chapter 2 revealed several attributes of customer 
service work that were consolidated into six key dimensions to best explain the 
characterisation of customer service work performed in contact centres thus far. 
In particular, the customer service work in contact centres varied on the basis 
of: 
1) Technological manifestation in standardisation of customer service work 
2) Managerial Control 
3) Structure of customer service work 
4) Discretion of service personnel over customer service work 
5) Skills entailed in customer service work 
6) Job complexity entailed in customer service work 
The findings of this study helped in the further articulation of these six 
dimensions. It was found that the attributes reflected characteristics of mass-
production logic or mechanistic methods for gaining efficiency, forecasting, 
planning and top-down administration of direction, decision making and 
authority. In addition they pointed to a systems' thinking or organic approach for 
gaining effectiveness from customer service work performed in Telecom X's 
contact centres.  
In other words, attributes to attain both efficiency and effectiveness co-existed 
rather than being in contradiction. This study found that managing demand, 
capacity, and sourcing and performance management within the contact 
centres are fundamental management activities that managers were concerned 
with. These activities were further expanded to highlight the key decisions to be 
made and the factors influencing these decisions. Again, characteristics of 
scientific management, administrative management and a systems' thinking 
approach were evident. Therefore, both Ambidexterity in the nature of customer 
service work and hence an ambidextrous approach to organisation and 
management of customer service work was found.  
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The objectives of cost and quality and value were aspired to be simultaneously 
attainable rather than being in contradiction. 
7.3.3 What are the existing narratives of customer service work and 
management practice of contact centres? How do these narratives inform 
the service management practice of the contact centre under examination 
and more widely? 
For the purpose of clarity of discussion, research question 3 and 4 are 
addressed together in this section. 
These two questions entailed identifying, comparing and contrasting the 
customer service work and its management attributes found by this study with 
the existing narratives in order to establish an appraisal of service management 
practice holistically. To date, management practice in contact centres has been 
mostly explored and explained using mass-production logic such as Taylorism 
and its nuances and recently using a systems' thinking approach. Moreover, 
these explanations often viewed in contradiction to each other. 
The study has established that contact centres can be reflective of a mass-
production logic and systems' thinking attributes and hence both the logics are 
mutually re-enforcing to explain service management practice in contact 
centres.  
More importantly, this study introduces Fayol's principles of administrative 
management as an antecedent towards service management theory 
development. Specific attributes of customer service management such as top-
down direction and unity of command and decision making and management 
activities such as forecasting, authority and planning found within Telecom X's 
contact centres are not explained by either Taylorism or systems' thinking. 
However, these are clearly articulated within administrative principles of 
management by Henri Fayol.  
This study has established the importance of Fayol's work as an antecedent to 
develop service management theory for contact centre services. This study also 
highlighted the complementary attributes of Fayol's administrative principles 
with both Taylorism and systems' thinking which further strengthened the 
compatibility and relevance of all three antecedents towards a service 
management model within service science.  
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Finally, the service management theory model was proposed by outlining the 
three main objectives of service management namely, to optimise the cost-to-
serve associated with service provision, leverage quality of service and thirdly, 
leverage value for customers through recognition of additional needs of 
customers and for business through leveraging internal efficiency through 
revenue generation opportunities. Within these objectives lie the three logics of 
management that are instrumental to the achievement of these objectives.  
7.3.4 Overall contribution 
There are some holistic contributions that this study makes to the existing body 
of knowledge. In doing so, this study does not undermine the contributions 
made by pioneers of contact centre service research thus far. On the contrary, 
this study has appraised and appreciated their contributions in developing the 
understanding of contact centre services. This study has developed new 
perspectives and where applicable, has supported the existing perspectives.  
Holistic account and development of contact centre service management  
The purpose of this study was to develop an in-depth account of service 
management practice holistically, meaning that to establish the key attributes of 
customer service work and other activities of management that best describes 
service management in contact centres. Some of these attributes have been 
reported by Rijo et al. (2012) with specific reference to contact centre services.  
Although the phrase 'service management' has been often used in the literature, 
it was surprising to see this has neither been explored nor discussed as 
holistically as for example, IT service management theory in a B2B context (see 
Information Technology Infrastructure Library e.g., Cronholm and Salomonson, 
2014). This study has provided a consolidated and reconciled understanding of 
narratives and attributes of contact centre services in order to provide initial 
foundations of 'service management' theory within a B2C context. 
Clarification towards existing antecedents within the context of contact 
centre services 
This study has clarified some of the misconceptions associated with F.W. Taylor 




To begin with, Taylor (1911) did not appraise employer's welfare and prosperity 
at the cost of welfare and well-being of employees in manufacturing 
environments. Rather he argued that employer's prosperity is inherently linked 
with the welfare of employees.  
Secondly, Taylor (1911) did not appraise efficiency and productivity at the cost 
of quality. Rather, he warned employers of such trade-off and suggested that 
quality of work should be attended to before efficiency is appreciated and 
rewarded. Within the context of contact centres then, it is inaccurate to construe 
that trade-off of qualitative goals against quantitative goals is fundamental to the 
scientific management application.  
To achieve these goals, lastly, the logic of mass-production and systems' 
thinking or quality focused management practices are not to be perceived as 
mutually exclusive but mutually reinforcing. Rather the very foundation of 
systems' thinking is based on holism and integration of approaches to viewing 
service systems. As such, systems' thinking has to encompass both mass-
production attributes and systems attributes to achieve holism.   
Addition of new antecedents within the context of contact centre services 
In addition to Taylorism and systems' thinking attributes that aid in the 
characterisation of service management in contact centres, this study has also 
provided an understanding of contact centre service management using new 
antecedents.  
Firstly, this study added the management activities from Henri Fayol (1949) that 
has either been largely neglected in contact centre literature or has been 
considered synonymous to Taylor's (1911) scientific management. On the 
contrary, a top-down approach to management and planning of contact centre 
work found in this study reflects Fayol's administrative management paradigm 
as much as Taylor's management and organisation of work.  
In addition, this study also found similarities between Taylor's scientific 
management, Fayol's administrative management and systems' thinking 
approach that further establishes the theoretical foundations of service 
management in contact centre services.    
192 
 
Thirdly, this study contextualises Ambidexterity within the context of contact 
centre services. It suggests that ambidextrous leadership and thinking - the 
simultaneous adoption of scientific, administrative and systems' view is required 
of managers in contact centres at both strategic and operational levels to attain 
the strategic tenets of service management.  
Establishing contact centre services within context of service science 
Contact centres are becoming the central point of contact for customers and 
hence perceived as a 'listening post' for the rest of the organisation.  As such, 
these services are equally important to be explored as any other services. 
However, this study has shown that contact centre services have been largely 
absent from the emerging literature of service science despite their growth and 
evolving value to both the organisation and customers. In particular, contact 
centre services have been studied with an aim to address the issues of 
discipline based silos and reductionist approaches and to develop a more 
holistic understanding of service systems and their management. This study 
brings together a significant amount of literature to converge - the traditional 
and contemporary narratives of contact centres and labour process issues 
specific to contact centres and systems' thinking - to enable development of 
service management practice within the context of service science. At the same 
time, this study is context specific so that it fits well within the existing debates 
of transitions to a service science discipline as for example, highlighted by Ng 
and Maull (2009) and other studies evaluating the emergence of service 
science as a discipline. 
Novel methodological approach to exploring contact centre services and 
management 
This study has also taken a novel approach by contextualising the research 
within the proximities of service science and systems' thinking, both of which 
share similar objectives - to study service systems and service management as 
a whole rather than in parts. As such, the philosophical commitments which 
were mostly justified within the context of social science thus far have been 
justified within the context of service science and systems' thinking by this 
study. It is hoped that this will enable future researchers to articulate their 
ontological and epistemological underpinnings within service science.  
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Such clarification and establishment of philosophical commitments within the 
discipline of service science are yet to be achieved at least in case of contact 
centre services research. 
Also, this study has explored the overall service management practice using the 
narratives of elites such as strategic planners, senior managers and 
independent consultants. Exploratory studies discussed in Chapter 2 have 
mostly focused on specific issues relating to the labour process management in 
contact centres and not concentrating on strategic and managerial activities 
performed by these entities. By doing this, the study has established that a lot 
has to be explored about the mainstream management by focusing on 
narratives and experiences of elites. This study has opened avenues for future 
researchers to focus on mainstream management literature. Especially with 
contact centres, this study establishes that the frame of reference to evaluate 
overarching management practice should not be limited to the 'taken for 
granted' Taylorism. 
Lastly, this study also clearly articulates how qualitative analytical procedures 
are adopted and adapted to suit the thematic analysis of data thereby, 
contributing to the methodological praxis specific to contact centre service 
research. 
Further understanding and issues specific to telecommunications 
services and their implications to contact centre service management and 
delivery 
Telecommunication organisations such as Telecom X are facing competitive 
pressures to sustain and attain growth amid increasing customer expectations 
(Key Note, 2015). These are not supernormal profit markets like the finance and 
airline sector. Customer expectations are high in terms of cost and value of both 
the product and service. As such, this study has developed further 
understanding of the products, their complexity and their implications on service 
provision and management. It has raised further awareness of the service 
structure, operational elements of service and its evaluation (e.g. use of new 
performance metrics such as NPS) and the issues of managing these elements 




Although studies in the past have focused on telecommunications services and 
with specific reference to contact centres, the consideration on product and 
service elements specific to telecommunications and their impact on service 
provision and management have not been fully explored. This study 
recommends telecommunications sector contact centre managers to align their 
service management practice ambidextrously to the strategic tenets of cost, 
quality, value, and product offerings to attain a desired 'sweet spot'.  
Although this study has made some significant contributions as discussed 
above, it also has limitations which are discussed in the following section. 
7.4 Limitations and directions for further research 
No study is without limitations, including this one. Research on contact centre 
services and managerial issues associated with these services is not a new 
phenomenon. The task of this study, however, was to deviate from the ongoing 
focus on labour process analysis or specific service management issues such 
as service forecasting, queueing and quality management. Instead the focus 
was to explore the overarching attributes of service management activities in 
contact centres using managerialist narratives so that the holistic practice then 
could be co-created, compared and contrasted with existing dominant 
antecedents and explanations. As such, this objective was fulfilled and several 
other contributions were made as discussed above. There are, however, 
theoretical, methodological and practical limitations associated with this study. 
Firstly, the exploration of contact centre services and service management 
practice within a service science context is a new focus. The holistic account of 
contact centre services, their nature and evolution, and the management of 
these services, is largely absent within the emerging discipline of service 
science. Due to the absence of such holistic accounts in the past, the research 
began 'from scratch' and as such, comprised of developing an initial framework 
through the descriptions of managers about what they do and how they manage 
contact centre services. The developed framework was not thoroughly tested 
and hence may have limitations. However, it is to be noted that this framework 
was co-created with the industry experts and was subject to several iterations 
before it was used further in the research. Thereafter, the Director at Telecom X 
also verified the framework to ensure it was fit for purpose that is, to explore the 
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managerial elements within this framework in-depth. As such, this framework 
was deemed suitable for the exploratory purpose of this study at least. 
Nonetheless, empiricists may find the framework worthy of further scrutiny and 
hence further development. 
Secondly, the findings of this study are based on narratives of independent 
consultants and largely on narratives of the senior management team at 
Telecom X along with secondary sources of data. Such a narrow scope of 
research was mainly due to the in-depth nature of this study. In addition, 
interviewing elites also imposed some limitations which were also discussed in 
Chapter 3. As a result of this, one could be critical about the generalisation of 
the findings of this study as only Telecom X and independent consultants were 
the primary source of data. However, generalisation was never the goal of this 
study. It has been argued for a long time that services in general, are too 
complex to be categorised or typified like goods. The same then applies to 
service research and especially contact centre service research, due to the 
variations in customer service work and other attributes of contact centres. In 
addition, this research focused on one single telecommunication services 
organisation. Single organisational research helped in focusing on unique 
issues associated with this organisation and rich exploration of the phenomenon 
(Siggelkow, 2007; Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007).  Nonetheless, further cases 
could be explored within the telecommunication sector to develop the findings of 
this study and in particular appraisal and development of service management 
practice. 
Thirdly and relatedly, this study is managerialist in nature. Grey and Mitev 
(1995:76) suggested that managerial research "describe the activity of 
management and prescribe ways in which managerial effectiveness may be 
enhanced, thereby boosting productivity and profitability". This study fulfils the 
first objective of the managerial research described above. That is, the study 
entailed exploring the narratives of elites that described the planning and 
management activities performed by them and the challenges faced by them in 
performing those activities and hence in managing the overall service. However, 
the data demonstrated both exploration and explanations of the activities 
performed by the managers as well as their reflections on the issues that are 
unique and individualistic yet submissive to the organisation's goals of growth 
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and performance (Watson, 1997). As a result of such submission however, 
researchers especially those that are operating within critical paradigms may 
see the findings of this study and the managerial focus of this study to be an 
unproblematic account of managerial activities (see Grey and Mitev, 1995).  
However, this issue was addressed by taking several precautions to mitigate 
participant's bias as well as researcher bias. Throughout the data collection, 
analysis and reporting the findings, I have been reflexive towards my status 
both as an 'insider' and 'outsider' to ensure that the approach, data handling 
and findings reported in this study are 'trustworthy' and critically evaluated. In 
addition, the information collected during interviews was also cross-checked 
with other participants to ensure the reliability of that information within the 
organisational context. Besides such careful design, precautionary measures 
and reflexivity, it has to be noted that this study questioned the existing dogma 
of traditional management theories deeply embedded in mass-production logic 
and its relevance in explaining management practice in contact centres. In 
addition, the study has also appraised attributes of relevant contemporary 
management theories that explained management practice in contact centre 
under examination, thereby further contributing to the development of a service 
management theory model. The task of future researchers is to conduct this 
research from the critical paradigmatic approach and consider the voices of the 
workforce to strengthen theoretical foundations of service management and 
hence, of the emerging discipline of service science. 
7.5 Reflections and closing remarks 
The final task of this thesis is to reflect on the value and significance of this 
thesis by extending some key debates surrounding the nature of managerial 
research such as this study. Following this, the thesis is concluded with a 
closing summary of my personal journey. 
Management research is considered to be of potential interest to both academic 
and managerial readership (Watson, 1997). However, matters relating to what 
is considered as 'good research' are different for academics and managers. 
Academics are fundamentally seeking convincing conceptualisation, theory 
building, rigour, consistency and plausibility with methodological debates 
whereas managers seek practical understanding of organisational know-how 
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and life. Managers are interested in relevance relating to practice than the 
rigour entailed in theory generation. Managerial knowledge or knowledge 
regarding managerial work, however, is almost discarded by critical 
management studies scholars as it seems to neglect 'social, moral, political and 
ideological ingredients underpinning management practice' (Samra-Fredericks, 
2003:294). On the other hand, managers have been often ruthless about the 
theory-led nature of academic research as they find little value in academic 
writings confined within strict rules (Watson, 1997). Even at the time of writing 
this thesis, criticisms such as 'this sounds like more of consultancy thesis' by 
academics and 'you need to include relevant knowledge' by practitioners 
(personal correspondence) were made despite my best intentions to 
accommodate the interests of both academic research and practitioners' needs.  
In response to academic concerns firstly, I believe that this study has offered 
thorough review of issues associated with service research and that of the 
emerging discipline of service science. It has provided enough credible and 
triangulated representations of elites and their practice along with thick 
descriptions of managerial activities and concepts that may be transferrable for 
further evaluation (Lorelli et al., 2017) within service science. In addition, issues 
relating to bias have been addressed to address the 'she would say that, 
wouldn't she?' problem that is commonly associated with managerial research 
(Watson, 2011: 210). 
Secondly, the relevance of management research should be fundamentally 
determined by whether the research is effective in informing the activities that 
an individual or group might undertake in managerial situations, regardless of 
whether they are managers or opponents of managers (Watson, 2001). As 
such, this study has explored and explained the fundamental activities 
associated with management of contact centres as service systems, which will 
aid academics to develop these explanations further. With regards to its 
relevance for practitioners, this study can be seen as foundational in the 
development of service management practice. It has been often argued that 
managers are less attracted to academic readership (see Seal, 2012; Pfeffer, 




It is hoped that this study will contribute to mitigating such differences and 
enhance the confidence and interest of managers to academic research and co-
create knowledge that will be beneficial for both academia and industry.  
 
I would like to conclude this thesis by reflecting briefly on my journey of 
development of this thesis. Although my doctoral study began in 2012, my 
interest in contact centres goes back to 2007 when I first started working in one 
of the outsourced-offshored contact centres in India. As a qualified software 
engineer, I was often criticised by my family and friends for working in the 
contact centre as a service personnel. According to them, contact centre jobs 
should never have been my first choice being an engineer, given the routine, 
laborious, low-paid and unsocial working hours entailed in these jobs. It was 
difficult to convince them that software engineering jobs were in decline given 
the recession of 2008 and the number of graduates waiting to be employed. For 
me, neither of them were my choices as I always wanted to study management. 
Nonetheless, following a stop-gap arrangement for six months in an 
international contact centre and working in network order management as an 
assistant team leader for a year and a half, I moved to Sheffield, England to 
pursue Master's degree in Business Administration in 2009.   
Whilst studying, finding part-time work in England was equally challenging, due 
to the restriction on my working hours because of my foreign student status. 
After working as a kitchen porter and door-to-door charity fundraiser, I managed 
to secure a job in one of the outsourced telecommunication services contact 
centres. Not only did this job provided me with regular income and stability 
towards my life in the UK, it also served as a platform for me to conduct my first 
study into contact centre services for my dissertation. Although this was not 
state-of-art research, I embraced this opportunity develop my understanding of 
contact centres. This contact centre was typically reflective of the criticisms 
about the routine, repetitive, tightly controlled and low-paid nature of the work 
and the emotionally exhausting life of service personnel in contact centres held 
by my family, friends and news press. 
In 2011, one of the major media and broadband services company in the UK 




Since its opening, many of my friends who were working with me in the 
outsourced contact centre moved to this in-house contact centre due to 
increased wages and additional incentives on offer. Their narratives about the 
nature of work and life in that centre exhibited significant positive differences. 
Lunch and break times, relaxed and friendly environment at work and 
empowerment in performing service work were some of the common attributes 
of work and life in this contact centre that distinguished it from the former 
outsourced telecom services contact centre. Considering these narratives and 
suggestions from friends, I applied to this contact centre and was offered a job 
in 2011. 
The nature of customer service work and life in this contact centre was indeed 
positive and more relaxed than in the centre I worked in previously. I discussed 
these differences in comparison with my earlier study of outsourced contact 
centres with the supervisor of my master's project. Following our discussion, we 
pursued the senior management at this contact centre to allow us to explore this 
phenomenon further. We developed some understanding regarding the benefits 
and weaknesses of outsourced contact centres and conceptualised the decision 
making to outsource or not on the basis of knowledge intensity and information 
velocity entailed in customer service work (see Parikh and Walton, 2011). Later, 
we explored the differences entailed in these two centres in terms of 
psychological contracts between service personnel and service provider, and 
the influence of power-distance on knowledge management mediated by the 
degree of Taylorism (see Parikh and Walton, 2012; Walton and Parikh, 2012). 
These studies revealed that there is a lot more to learn about contact centres. 
During our attendance at conferences, however, scholars in the field of 
information systems research often conveyed that contact centre service 
research is saturated. A colleague at Sheffield Hallam University once said, 
'there is nothing left to research in contact centres. It is a waste of time'. This 
was an inspiration in disguise to conduct the further examination in the field of 
contact centre services. In 2012, I applied for funding at Sheffield Business 




Where I am now, I am fortunate to have had the opportunity to learn to research 
through my doctoral programme. This programme enabled me to develop a 
detailed understanding of relevant theoretical, methodological and practical 
knowledge required to conduct research. In addition, it aided me in developing 
relevant knowledge and skills to assess and review my own work, as a result of 
which, I am able to recognise the weaknesses and limitations of my previous 
work. By developing the necessary understanding of the elements and process 
of conducting research, I am now able to review existing knowledge rigorously 
and critically evaluate my contributions systematically and consistently in line 
with that existing knowledge. Moreover, these skills have developed my 
confidence to present my research to range of audiences including at 
conferences and to my colleagues, students, friends and family, to convey that 
ultimately, it was neither undermining nor a waste of time to work in contact 
centres, learn to research and more importantly, research contact centre 
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Appendix I - Definitions of call/contact centres (Source: Author) 
Author(s) Definition 
Harvey et al. (1991) A Call Centre is a business location 
that distributes a large volume of 
inbound or outbound calls to a group 
of agents or voice response systems. 
Richardson and Marshall (1996) Call Centres are offices providing a 
variety of sales, marketing and 
information services remotely by 
telephone. 
Prabhakar et al. (1997) cited in Feinberg 
et al. (2000) 
Call centers allow a company to build, 
maintain, and manage customer 
relationships by solving problems and 
resolving complaints quickly, having 
information, answering questions, and 
being available usually 24 hours a day, 
seven days a week, 365 days of the 
year. 
Taylor and Bain (1999) Call centre is a dedicated operation in 
which computer-utilizing employees 
receive inbound, or make outbound 
telephone calls, with those calls 
processed and controlled either by an 
automatic call distribution (ACD) or 
predictive dialling system". 
Batt (2000) …where employees interact with 
customers via telephones and 
computers to handle service, sales 
and billing inquiries. 
Miciak and Desmarais (2001) Call centres are involved in many 
business functions such as handling 
account inquiries, complaints, 
dispatching, order taking, pre-sale and 
post-sale service, telemarketing, and a 
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variety of other types of calls for both 
consumer and business clients. 
Reuters (2001) cited in Marr and Neely 
(2004) 
A contact centre is an operational 
group within a business which is 
concerned with the development of 
customer relationships, using 
integrated technology solutions and 
business processes 
McPhail (2002) Call centres are specialized offices 
where service personnel provide 
information, deliver services, and/or 
conduct sales using combination of 
telephony and web-based 
technologies such as chat, text and e-
mails, typically with an aim to enhance 
customer service while reducing 
organizational costs  
Hale and Owen (2002) cited in 
Langley et al. (2006) 
A contact centre is a facility specifically 
set up to serve as an interface 
between customers and the business 
via employees, called agents, in a 
structured environment 
Gans et al. (2003) A call centre constitutes a set of 
resources— typically personnel, 
computers, and telecommunication 
equipment—which enable the delivery 
of services via the telephone. 
Marr and Neely (2004) A call centre is a physical or virtual 
operation within an organisation in 
which a managed group of people 
spend most of their time doing 
business by telephone, usually 




Connell and Burgess (2006) Call centres are information and 
communication technology (ICT) 
organisations that deliver services to 
customers independent of their 
location via electronic media. 
D'Cruz and Noronha (2007) Call centres are 
organizations/departments, dedicated 
to provide information, product based 
services, technical support and/or deal 
with questions/complaints/requests 
customers may have, using telephony 
and web-based technologies. 
Shah et al. (2007;2006) A Contact Centre can be defined as an 
internal or outsourced operation 
largely based on telecommunication 
and data supports whose primary role 
is to provide one or many relationship 
channels for customers, clients, or 
suppliers 
Rijo (2011) A contact centre covers a wide range 
of an organization's material and 
human resources with the aim to 
provide one or more services to users 
through a channel such as telephone, 
e-mail or the Web.  
Cleveland (2012) A contact center is a coordinated 
system of people, processes, 
technologies and strategies that 
provides access to information, 
resources, and expertise, through ap-
propriate channels of communication, 
enabling interactions that create value 
for the customer and organization 
Kallberg (2013) Contact centre” is defined as an 
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organisational unit which serves as 
interface between the public 
organisation and the citizens, including 
private businesses, and which is 
responsible for dealing with incoming 
contacts through information 
technology channels like the Internet, 
e-mail, chat, telephone or fax 
Holland and Lambert (2013) Contact centres are service functions 
or service organizations, where in 
service personnel interact with 
customers via telephony, and other 
web based technologies including e-
mails, chat, fax (and now, social 
media) to provide information, support 
products, solicit new business, and 
myriad of other activities 







Contact centres are worksites where 
staff interacts with customers over 
available multi-communication 
channels such as telephone, email, 
touch-point telephone, fax, letter, web, 
online live chat and social networks. 
This centre is equipped with 
customized intelligent tools that enable 
the centre to have clean and 
integrated data as well as be 






Appendix II (a) - Example of interview questions (also referred 
to as 'prompts') 
 
Q1 Please can you introduce yourself and your current role within your 
organization? 
Q2 Can you describe the type of contact centres you designed in your tenure 
up until now? 
Q3 Can you describe above (Q2) in light of industry sectors? 
 
Q4 Can you generally describe what type of clients do you deal with? (B2B, 
B2C, Sector wise) 
Q5 How important do you think is your contact centre for your organization? 
Q6 Do you think your contact centre (or your clients' contact centre) is an 
overhead or a strategic asset for your organization? Why? 
Q7 Do you think your contact centre (or your clients' contact centre) is 
critical? In what way? 
Q8 How is the service scoped and categorized into different 
department/functions? 
Q9 In relation to Q5, can you comment on such scoping and categorisation 
of different department/functions? 
Q10 Can you describe your journey of designing the service for the contact 
centre? 
Q11 What are the areas you take into account to design the service? 
Q12 What are different channels and technology through which service is 
delivered? Why these channels? 
Q13 How would you describe complexity in contact centre services? 
Q14 Do you think the service you provide (or your clients ask you to provide) 
is complex? In what way? 
Q15 How do you manage this complexity across various channels? 
Q16 Can you comment on the skills required to deliver services to your 
clients? 
Q17 How do you manage the resourcing of your contact centres? 
Q18 Do you engage with any other firms to deliver your services? (If yes, go to 
next Q18. If no, why not?) 
Q19 Is the firm based within or outside the UK? 
Q20 What do you think are the drivers for this strategy? 
Q21 What are the challenges in choosing this strategy? 
Q22 Does location have any influence on your service process?  
Q23 What are the factors that you consider in choosing the location for your 
contact centre? (or for your clients' contact centre)? 
Q24 Can you describe a situation where in you might have encountered any 
issues with managing your service through outsourcing/offshoring? 
(Applicable to principal participants only) 
Q25 Can you describe a situation where in you might have encountered any 
issues in managing your clients' service through outsourcing/offshoring 
(Applicable to agents' participants only) 
Q26 How did you manage these issues? 
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Q27 Do you think location has any influence on your service outcome? How? 
Q28 Do you think outsourcing has any influence on service outcome? How? 
Q29 (If the answer to above questions is no), What do you think are the 
factors that could influence the service performance/outcome? 
Q30  How do you measure/assess the performance of your contact centre? 
Q31 What metrics do you take into account? Why these? 
Q32 Who decides on these metrics? 
Q33 What are the factors do you take into account to design these metrics? 
Q34 Do you think there are challenges in managing these metrics? What are 
they? 
Q35 Do you think your contact centre (or your clients' contact centre) have to 
trade-off between quantitative and qualitative metrics? Why? 
Q36 Do you take customers' feedback into account to manage your service 
outcome? How? 
Q37  Are there any challenges in managing your customers' expectations? 
What are they? 
Q38 How do you improve your channels using customer feedback? 
Q39 Do you think contact centres have evolved in the last 10 years? How? 




This list was used as a guide during the semi-structured interviews so that any 
deflections and/or control/power issues imposed by elites could be managed 
effectively. This is not exhaustive list of questions as several other questions 
emerged during the interviews that were too specific and relevant to particular 
categories and hence, interviewees only. Finally, questions were also rephrased 




Appendix II (b) - Examples of initial familiarisation and categorisation 
 








Figure II (b).3 Example of notes from interview with Charlie (Source: Author) 
 
 
